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Grammars of Sacrifice: Futures, Subjunctives, and what would have/could have happened 





In A Biblical Text and Its Afterlives, published seventeen years ago (unbelievably), I looked 
ĨŽƌǁĂƌĚƚŽǁŚĂƚǁŽƵůĚďĞĐŽŵĞĂƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚƚƵƌŶďĂĐŬƚŽǁĂƌĚƐƚŚĞďŝďůŝĐĂůƚĞǆƚƐ ?ƉĂƐƚ
futures. In this paper, I look at the density of futurity and modality in these past futures. The 
sacrifice of Isaac reaches beyond itself into the space of the subjunctive, the optative, the 
cohortative, poetry and prayer. Drawing on EŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞĂŶĚ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?ƐŝŶƚƵŝƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ
uniqueness of the human lies with the grammars of the future and the promise, I revive the 
memory of lost Christian texts in Greek, Syriac, Coptic and Middle English that show, clearly, 
that the akedah does not just have a long and obsessive history, but a dense and long 
history of longing. /Ĩ ‘ĞǀĞƌǇŚƵŵĂŶƵƐĞŽĨƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞƚĞŶƐĞŽĨƚŚĞǀĞƌď “ƚŽďĞ ?ŝƐĂŶĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ?
ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ?ŽĨŵŽƌƚĂůŝƚǇ ? ?ƐŽ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ) ?ƚŚĞŶƚŚĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞŽĨŚƵŵĂŶ
grammar is sacrificial. In the modest sacrifices of modality, we give up and in a sense negate 
what is in order to make plural possibilities, myriad lives-- more and less substantial. As 
Abraham offers up one son and gets a heavenful of sons, so modality offers up or qualifies 
or pluralises what is, in order to make new possible lives: those that were, that could have 
been; and those that might yet live, or live again. 
 
Keywords 
Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, future tense, sacrifice, subjunctive, modality, Romanos Melodos, 
Amphilochius of Iconium, Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-Chyrsostom, Northampton play of 
Abraham and Isaac (1460). 
 
I dwell in Possibility-- 
a fairer House than Prose-- 






The Futures of Man 
Throughout the centuries, but most fervently with the rise of a self-ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ ‘ŚƵŵĂŶŝƐŵ ? 
when so much depended upon it, the anxious human has worked very very hard on a very 
long lists of the various capabilities or attributes that will finally separate him from the 
animal. So, we hope and hypothesise, man alone has reason; technique; laws; cities; speech; 
writing; cooking; kitchens; altars; gifts; tools; being-towards-death; burial; religion; 
ĐŽŵŵĞƌĐĞ ?ŽƌƚŚĞƌĞŵĂƌŬĂďůĞŚĂŶĚǁŚŝĐŚĐĂŶďĞ ‘ƚĂůŽŶ ?ŚŽŽĨ ?Ɛ ?ĂŶĚŚŽƌŶ ?Ɛ ?Ăƚǁŝůů ?.2 And 
man alone has a unique relation to time and tense. From NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨŵĂŶĂƐĂ
promising animal,3 ƚŽ ?ŵŽƌĞƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ )'ĞŽƌŐĞ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?ƐGrammars of Creation, man begins 
qua ŵĂŶŝŶƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞ ?ĂŶĚ ?ŝŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ?ƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞƚĞŶƐĞ ? ‘ŶŝŵĂůƐǁŽƵůĚ
appear to know presĞŶƚŶĞƐƐĂŶĚ ?ŽŶĞƐƵƉƉŽƐĞƐ ?ĂŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŽĨƌĞŵĞŵďƌĂŶĐĞ ? ?ŚĂǌĂƌĚƐ
Steiner, venturing boldly into that distinctly human (?) space of the hypothesis or thesis.4 
But unique to human beings ŝƐƚŚĞ ‘ĨƵƚƵƌĞƚĞŶƐĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞsubjunctive or counterfactual 
modes that are  ‘ŬŝŶĚƌĞĚƚŽ ?ƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞƚĞŶƐĞ ?5 DĂŶ ?ƐƵŶŝƋƵĞůǇŚƵŵĂŶsoul lies in grammar, 
ƚŚĞ ‘ŶĞƌǀĞ structure ? ? ?ŽĨ ? ? ?ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ ? ?6 that allows him to project a time beyond his 
death; or in outer space a million years hence; or alternative parallel worlds spiralling out 
ĨƌŽŵ ‘ŝĨĐůĂƵƐĞƐ ?ƐƵĐŚĂƐ ‘/ĨĂĞƐĂƌŚĂĚŶŽƚŐŽŶĞƚŽƚŚĞ ĂƉŝƚŽůƚŚĂƚĚĂǇ ? ?7 /Ŷ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?ƐƉŽƚƚĞĚ
evolutionary grammar, the future tense is related to those other fundamentals of man: 
cooking, kitchens, food storage, tools (and sacrifice?). In all probability, he hypothesises, the 
futures and subjunctives came late to human speech, maybe even as late as the end of the 
ůĂƐƚŝĐĞĂŐĞ ‘ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ “ĨƵƚƵƌŝƚŝĞƐ ?ĞŶƚĂŝůĞĚďǇĨŽŽĚƐƚŽƌĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞŵĂŬŝŶŐĂŶĚ
ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŽŽůƐďĞǇŽŶĚŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞŶĞĞĚ ? ?8 Man became himself in that first unique 
ƵƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞŽĨǁŽƌĚƐůŝŬĞ ‘ƐŚĂůů ? ‘ǁŝůů ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŝĨ ? ? ‘ĐŝƌĐůŝŶŐĂƌŽƵŶĚĂŶŝŶƚƌŝĐĂƚĞĨŝĞůĚŽĨƐĞŵĂŶƚŝĐ
                                                 
1 ŵŝůǇŝĐŬŝŶƐŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ‘/ĚǁĞůůŝŶWŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ? ?The Poems of Emily Dickinson (ed. Ralph W. Franklin; Cambridge, 
Mass: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
2 Aristotle, On the Parts of Animals/De partibus animalium 687 a 1. 
3 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals  ?KǆĨŽƌĚtŽƌůĚ ?ƐůĂƐƐŝĐƐ ?ƚƌĂŶƐ ?ŽƵŐůĂƐ^ŵŝƚŚ ?KǆĨŽƌĚĂŶĚ
New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 39. 
4 George Steiner, Grammars of Creation (London: Faber and Faber, 2010), p. 6. 
5 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 7. 
6 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 6, p. 293. 
7 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 7. 
8 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 6. 
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ĨŽƌĐĞĂƌŽƵŶĚĂŚŝĚĚĞŶĐĞŶƚƌĞŽƌŶƵĐůĞƵƐŽĨƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůŝƚǇ ? ?9 In his discovery of the future ?
here at least as momentous as the discovery of fire ? man discovered a way of sustaining life 
after death, and a mode of infinite regeneration and living-on through those  ‘ƐƵƉƌĞŵĞ
fictions empowered by syntax ?: hope and fear.10  
I like this possibility that man alone dwells in possibility and its infinitely generative 
ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂůůƚŚĂƚĨŽůůŽǁƐ ) ?/ĂŵĚƌĂǁŶƚŽƚŚŝƐ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝĨ ? ?dŚĞ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝĨ ?ƉƵůůƐǇŽƵŝŶ ?/ĨƚŚĞ
human occurs in the grammatical space of alternative or future worlds, then, in the present, 
in the here and now, man is never uniquely himself. Man is always to come. He is to follow, 
ĂƐŝŶĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?ƐƉƵŶŶŝŶŐ ‘je suis ?.11 dŚĞŝĚĞĂƚŚĂƚŵĂŶ ?ƐƵŶŝƋƵĞďĞŝŶŐůŝĞƐŝŶŽƌǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞ
ŝƐŽŶĞŽĨƚŚŽƐĞŵŽƐƚĨĂƐĐŝŶĂƚŝŶŐŵǇƚŚƐŽĨŵĂŶ ?ƐĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ PƚŚĞŽŶĞƐ Wlike Prometheus 
and Epimetheus or Adam and Eve ?ƚŚĂƚůŽĐĂƚĞŵĂŶ ?ƐƵŶŝƋƵĞŶĞƐƐŶŽƚŝŶŚŝƐƉŽǁĞƌƐ ?ďƵƚŝŶ
ƚŚĞ ‘ƉŝƚŽĨůĂĐŬ ? PŵĂŶ ?ƐŶĂŬĞĚŶĞƐƐ ?ƐŝŶ ?ŐƵŝůƚ ?12 DĂŶĂůŽŶĞ ?^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?ƐŽƌŝŐŝŶŵǇƚŚƐĞĞŵƐƚŽƐĂǇ ?
has his unique being in ambiguity, and grammatical and literary sleights of hand. To him 
alone lies the future, the promise (the promise that can always be broken); the subjunctive; 
and also (because how could this not follow?), the prophetic, the performative; and also 
irony (simultaneously affirming and denying, saying and not saying); and also, while we are 
Ăƚŝƚ ?ƐĐĂƌĞƋƵŽƚĞƐ ?ŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐ ?ǁŚĞƌĞďǇƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƐƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ ‘ƐĂŝĚ ?ĂŶĚŶŽƚ
said. To him alone is the special art of lying ĂŶĚĂůƐŽůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ?Ă ‘ŬŝŶĚŽĨǁƌŝƚŝŶŐŝŶǁŚŝĐŚ
ǇŽƵĐĂŶŶĞŝƚŚĞƌůŝĞ ?ƚĞůůƚŚĞƚƌƵƚŚ ?ŶŽƌŵĂŬĞĂŵŝƐƚĂŬĞ ? ?13  ‘Every human use of the future 
tense ŽĨƚŚĞǀĞƌď “ƚŽďĞ ?ŝƐĂŶĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ?ŽĨŵŽƌƚĂůŝƚǇ ?, writes Steiner.14 This 
fundamental structure of human grammar is sacrificial. In the modest sacrifices of modality, 
we give up and in a sense negate what is in order to make plural possibilities, myriad lives-- 
more and less substantial. As Abraham offers up one son and gets a heavenful of sons, so 
modality offers up or qualifies or pluralises what is, in order to make new possible lives 
(those that were, that could have been; and those that might yet live, or live again). These 
alternative worlds and lives cohabit, and haunt one another. In the pedestrian everyday 
work of the imagination and grammar, what is, what happened, past simple, is haunted and 
                                                 
9 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 7. 
10 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 7. 
11 For ĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?Ɛ ‘ũĞƐƵŝƐ ?ƐĞĞĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞƚŚĞĨĂŵŽƵƐĞƐƐĂǇ ‘> ?ĂŶŝŵĂůƋƵĞĚŽŶĐũĞƐƵŝƐ ?ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚďǇĂǀŝĚtŝůůŝƐ
ĂƐ ‘dŚĞŶŝŵĂůdŚĂƚdŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ/ŵ ?DŽƌĞƚŽ&ŽůůŽǁ ) ? ?Critical Inquiry 28.2 (2002), pp. 369-418.  
12 Ĩ ?ĞƌƌŝĚĂ ? ‘dŚĞŶŝŵĂůdŚĂƚdŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ/ŵ ? ?Ɖ. 389. 
13 Terry Eagleton After Theory (London: Penguin, 2004), p.89. 
14 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 7. 
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hollowed out by what could be, what might have been, what or who could also (yet) take 
place.   
The self-conscious and highly developed idioms of modern scholarship lead us to denounce 
tricks of literature and language, while at the same time relying on all the modest modes of 
modality. As scholars, our work depends on the expansive freedoms of hypothesis, and the 
ĐĂƌĞĨƵůůǇƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚƐƚĂƚƵƐŽĨƚŚĂƚǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ĂƉƉĞĂƌƐ ?ƚŽďĞ ?ŽƌƚŚĂƚǁŚŝĐŚ ‘ŵŝŐŚƚ ? ?ŝŶĂůů
probability, or at least some probability) be the case. Where would we be ? how could we 
breathe and do our work-- without the maybe and the perhaps and the ability to go out on a 
ůŝŵďƐĂĨĞůǇŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ?ĂŵďŝŐƵŽƵƐůǇĐŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĚůŽŐŝĐŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝĨ ? ?ŽƌƚŚĞ
 ‘ŝĨ QƚŚĞŶ ? ?ƵƚĂƚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŝŵĞ ?ŽƵƌƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐĂƐďŝďůŝĐĂůƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐůĞĂĚƐƵƐƚŽŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƚŚĂƚǁĞ
ĐĂŶĂŶĚŵƵƐƚƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞƚŚĞ ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ? ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂů ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞƚĞŶĚĞŶƚŝŽƵƐůǇŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝǀĞ-
speculative, from proper commentary which rests austerely (sacrificially) on the pure 
historical fact of the text. In an awkward separation of the professional from the 
confessional, we spin numerous hypotheses, while disavowing acts of writing as acts of 
hope, risk, decision and faith.  
As a consequence, for all mountains of books that have piled up around Mount 
Moriah, we have repeatedly missed the central point: the fact that this is a giant act of 
testimony in the subjunctive or conditional tense. Had God wanted him to go through with it, 
Abraham would have gone through with it and this is the whole point. Abraham would have 
done this. The text is about a gesture towards an act: a motion on the way to an act--and 
back. Abraham does not quite go through with it. The knife does not go through the skin. 
dŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝƐƚƵƌŶĞĚŝŶƚŽĂ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ? ?ŝŶƐĐĂƌĞƋƵŽƚĞƐ ?dŚĞĂĐƚŝƐŶŽƚĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚ ?ďƵƚŶŽƌŝƐ
it negated. It hangs eternally in conflicted middle space. Blood turns into ink, but the text 
retains all the productive power of an actual sacrifice, and the regenerative world-creating 
power of the futures and conditionals that go with sacrifice. We can read this myth as a 
ŵǇƚŚŽĨŐƌĂŵŵĂƌ PĂŐƌĂƉŚŝĐƚĂďůĞĂƵŽĨ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?Ɛ vision of the infinitely productive power of 
ƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞŽƌĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůƐĞŶƐĞ ? ‘ĞĐĂƵƐĞǇŽƵŚĂǀĞ “ĚŽŶĞ ?ƚŚŝƐ ?(ʤ ड़ʓ˓ ʔʤ ʸ ४ ʕʡ ʕː ʔʤʚʺ ʓʠ ॡ ʕʺ ʩ ॡ ʑˈ ʕʲ  ʩ य़ʑ˗  ʯ ʔʲ ॢʔʩ )says 
the angelic messenger,15  ? ‘ĚŽŶĞ ?ďĞŝŶŐŝŶŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐ ?ǁŝƚŚǁŚĂƚďƌĂŚĂŵŚĂƐ ‘ĚŽŶĞ ?
shifting, in quick sleight of hand, from a blood sacrifice ƚŽĂ ‘ŶŽƚ-ǁŝƚŚŽůĚŝŶŐ ?  ʙ˃ ʓʣʩ ʑʧʍʩʚʺ ʓʠ ६˃ ʍʰ ʑˎ ʚʺ ʓʠ 
                                                 
15 Note that the angelic messenger speaks for God in the first person. 
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ʕˢ ʍʫ फ़ ʔˈ ʕʧ ʠ ६˄ ʍʥ), I will bless you with sons as numerous as stars and grains of sand (Gen. 22. 16). 
Son sacrifice is so powerful that it can produce a whole future, a whole world, even when its 
ƉŽǁĞƌƐĂƌĞĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚ ?ŽƌƐŚŽƵůĚƚŚĂƚďĞ ‘ŝŶĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇƵŶůĞĂƐŚĞĚ ? ? ?ŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ
tense.  
The productive power of the act, combined with the retraction or commuting of the 
act, feels a little like irony, where something is simultaneously affirmed and negated, said 
and unsaid. But unlike irony, where the emphasis is on the negation or subversion, here the 
two sides seem equally weighted. And the equal weighting has ethical implications, in both 
directions. You can hear the text as saying that this is something that Abraham would have 
ĚŽŶĞ ?ĂŶĚŝƚ ?ƐǀĞƌǇŐŽŽĚƚŚĂƚŚĞǁŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞ )ĂŶĚĂƚƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŝŵĞƚŚĂƚƚŚŝƐŝƐŶŽƚ
ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚŚĞĂĐƚƵĂůůǇĚŝĚ ?ĂŶĚŝƚ ?ƐĂůƐŽǀĞƌǇŐŽŽĚƚŚĂƚŚĞĚŝĚŶŽƚ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚĂĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ 
kind of good). Excruciatingly, the text is even-handedly ambiguous and ambidextrous. The 
 ‘ĂĐƚ ?ŝƐƐƵƐƉĞŶĚĞĚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞŚĂŶĚŽĨƚŚĞĂŶŐĞůĂŶĚƚŚĞŚĂŶĚŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵŽŶƚŚĞŬŶŝĨĞ ?KŶ
the one hand; and on the other hand. God commands the sacrifice; aborts the sacrifice; and 
praises and rewards Abraham for this willingness to sacrifice which he takes as if it were a 
real son sacrifice, at the same time substituting a ram. So what happens? What does God 
want? Where is the will of God, and where is truth, between all these hands?  
One can only enter this text if one is able to enter that uniquely human space of futurity, promising, 
modality, and competing futures and subjunctives, which is also the space of the optative, the 
cohortative, and prayer. The akedah does not just have a long and obsessive history. It has a dense 
and long history of longing. A material forcefield of longing ?ďƵŝůƚƵƉŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ŝĨŽŶůǇ ? ?ƚŚĞ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝĨ ? ?ƚŚĞ
prayer for an angel, and the invocation of alternative parallel worlds and stories--have gathered 
around this haunting text. This dense and conflicted space of grammar and futurity was made 
tangible, in all its ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůĚĞƉƚŚĂŶĚƌĂŶŐĞŽĨƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ?ŝŶ^ĂƐŬŝĂŽĚĚĞŬĞĂŶĚWĞƚĞƌ'ƌĞĞŶĂǁĂǇ ?Ɛ
powerful staging of the sacrifice in the Obedience/Gehorsam exhibition, at the Jewish Museum in 
Berlin. Room 5,  ‘God and the Angel ?, was presented as prayer room, with removed shoes lying at the 
ĞŶƚƌĂŶĐĞ ?/ƚǁĂƐƚĞŵƉƚŝŶŐƚŽƌĞŵŽǀĞŽŶĞ ?ƐƐŚŽĞƐĂŶĚĨĞĞůŽŶĞ ?ƐĨĞĞƚsinking into the deep soft white 
carpet. The walls were lined with soft white feathers and black and white photographs of clasped, 
praying hands. A dead or sleeping swan curled into itself on the table. In the ghostly video installation 
playing on a second white table, an angel wrestled with Abraham in an elaborate dance of wills. From 
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the ceiling was suspended yŽŽĂŶŐŚĂŝ ?Ɛ ‘The Wings ? (die Flügel): a fragile mobile of human hands 
caressing, touching, each other, and fanning out in both directions ůŝŬĞĂƉĂŝƌŽĨĂŶŐĞů ?ƐǁŝŶŐƐ ? 
 
 
Fig 1: Room 5, The Angel. Saskia Boddeke and Peter Greenaway, Gehorsam, Jewish Museum 
Berlin 22.05-13.09 2015. (My photograph) 
Modern readers have often felt compelled, for good modern reasons, to practice their own 
strange soteriology, attempting to save Abraham and the Bible by turning Genesis 22 into a 
straightforward teach-ƚĞǆƚ ? ‘dŚĞƚƌƵĞ'ŽĚďĂŶŶĞĚĐŚŝůĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ? ?ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚĂĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƉĂƐƚ
simple): a reading that relies on the dubious historical assertion that the lesson was needed 
because the Canaanites had (for inexplicable reasons) been sacrificing (past perfect 
continuous) their children all the time. This historical assertion in the past simple gets us out 
of ambiguity and out of the subjunctive, but at the expense of suggesting an ironic reading 
of the text. The canonical modern reading weights the original double-handed gesture as if 
it were ironic, as if this text were now all for and only for the negation or subversion of 
human sacrifice. When God said  ‘^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞǇŽƵƌƐŽŶ ?ŚĞreally meant the opposite. What was 
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commanded should never have happened. God only commanded this so that it would not 
happen, so that Abraham would learn that it should never happen. The command was like 
an ironic statement: said but not really meant.  
This simple and in a vĞƌǇŶĂƌƌŽǁƐĞŶƐĞ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ? ?ŵŽĚĞƌŶƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐĞĞŵƐƌĞĚƵĐƚŝǀĞ
and banal when compared to so-called pre-critical or pre-modern acts of interpretation, 
which tend to multiply subjunctives and conditionals and use them as safe spaces for 
exploring scenarios that never actually came to pass. Refusing the traditional roles that 
moderns assign to them, ĂƐĐĂƌŝĐĂƚƵƌĞƐŽĨ ‘ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ? ? ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂůŝƐŵ ?Žƌ ‘ďůŝŶĚďĞůŝĞĨ ? ?ƚŽbe 
opposed to modern criticism), ancient interpreters actively ask what it could/would/should 
mean to read this text faithfully or to be true to this story, given that the text itself stops 
short of the faithful-literal execution of the literal command. Delicately poised acts of writing 
enable complex ethical judgements. By staying with the subjunctive, pre-modern 
interpreters are able to articulĂƚĞƚŚĞŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞŝŶĐƌĞĚƵůŽƵƐ ? ‘dhis is dreadful: it is 
ƵŶďĞůŝĞǀĂďůĞƚŚĂƚĂŵĂŶǁŽƵůĚĚŽƚŚŝƐ ? )ĂŶĚƚŚĞƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞŝŶĐƌĞĚƵůŽƵƐ ? ‘dhis is unbelievable, 
ĂŵĂǌŝŶŐ ? ) ?and to compress both responses in the same sentence, text or performative 
space. The two modulations of response are very close together and so it all comes down to 
ƚŽŶĞ ?ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁĂǇǇŽƵƐĂǇŝƚ ?Žƌ ‘ƐĂǇ ?ŝƚ ? 
 
Lost Futures 
In good scholarly tradition, I will now demonstrate my hypothesis with examples ? examples 
intended to make the probability of my hypothesis more concrete. examples that combine 
slightly more familiar ancient Jewish texts with some lost Christian texts in Greek, Syriac, 
Coptic and Middle English that have not (yet) made into that now rather distinct set of 
canonised afterlives of Genesis 22. Appropriately, Judah Goldin locates the akedah at the 
 ‘ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŶĞƌǀŽƵƐ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ :ƵĚĂŝƐŵ ? ?16  The choice of the nervous system is hardly 
accidental. And Jewish interpretation uses all tŚĞ ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŽĨ ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌ ? ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?Ɛ  ‘ŶĞƌǀĞ
ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ? ? ? ŽĨ  ? ? ?ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ ? ? 17 to unravel the parallel worlds of (im)possibility that spool 
outwards from this text. In Biblical Antiquities 18.5, Pseudo-WŚŝůŽ ?Ɛ 'ŽĚ ƐĂǇƐ P  ‘ŶĚ ŚĞ
                                                 
16 :ƵĚĂŚ'ŽůĚŝŶ ? ‘/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŽ^ŚĂůŽŵ^ƉŝĞŐĞů ?The Last Trial: On the Legends and Lore of the Command to 
Abraham to Offer Isaac as a Sacrifice (ed. and trans. Judah Goldin; Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 1993 [1950]), 
pp. xi-xxx. 
17 Steiner, Grammars of Creation, p. 293. 
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ďƌŽƵŐŚƚŚŝŵƚŽďĞƉůĂĐĞĚŽŶƚŚĞĂůƚĂƌ ?ďƵƚ/ŐĂǀĞŚŝŵďĂĐŬƚŽŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?and/but  ‘ŚŝƐŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ
ǁĂƐ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵĞ ĂŶĚ ŽŶ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ďůŽŽĚ / ĐŚŽƐĞ ƚŚĞŵ ? ?18 The angel comes ?
and/but the knife is stained blood red. Isaac ŝƐ ?ĂŶĚŚĞƌĞĐŽŵĞƚŚĞŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐ ) ‘ƐůĂŝŶ ?. 
The medieval Midrash Ha-Gadol claims that the ram was also called Isaac.19 On one hand, or 
one hoof, Isaac lives; on the other hand, or the other hoof, Isaac dies. The suggestion also 
begs the question of substitution (how can a ram stand in for a man?) and creates the riddle 
of a ram with a proper name. This is not the same inflection of the man-animal that we find 
in self-consciously modern readings, such as /ŵŵĂŶƵĞů<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƚŽƌtured departure from this 
text.20  The midrash is not protesting, as Kant does, that ďǇ  ‘ƚƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƉŽŽƌ ďŽǇ ĂƐ Ă
ƐŚĞĞƉ ? ? ďƌĂŚĂŵ ŝƐ ĚĞŶǇŝŶŐ /ƐĂĂĐ ?Ɛ ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ŚƵŵĂŶdignity or Würde. Nor is this like 
that strangest of Abraham variations, penned by Søren Kierkegaard, where Abraham feels 
ƐŽƉƌŽĨŽƵŶĚůǇ ‘ĂƚǀĂƌŝĂŶĐĞǁŝƚŚǁŚĂƚŝƚŝƐƚŽďĞĂŵĂŶ ?ƚŚĂƚŚĞƚĞůůƐ'ŽĚƚŚĂƚhe may as well 
have been turned into a centaur, or a horse.21 The focus is not ? as it is in modern 
readings ?ŽŶ ƚŚĞ  ‘ďĞĂƐƚ ? ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶ ? Žƌ ƚŚĞ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŚĂƚ ďƌĂŚĂŵ ĂŶĚ ŚŝƐ God are 
shading into the bestial (unnatural, or like the natural animal), at the moment when they 
ƉůĂĐĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ƚŚĞ ůĂǁ ? ĂŶĚ ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇ ƚŚĞůĂǁ  ‘dŚŽƵ ƐŚĂůƚ ŶŽƚ Ŭŝůů ? ?In a very 
different spirit, pre-modern interpretation stages the interchangeability and permeability of 
the bodies of the Isaac and the ram, and the mother and her son. In two fifth century Syriac 
Christian homiletic liturgical poems or memra (the grammar of which point to female 
authorship), Abraham and Isaac bring a miraculous golden fleece of many colours down 
from the mountain, and Isaac gets into, or carries, the skin of the lamb/ram, as Jacob (quite 
literally) gets into the skin of Esau, and Joseph puts on his exceptional garment.22 These 
                                                 
18 Gen. R. 55.5; Biblical Antiquities 18.5. 
19 Midrash ha-Gadol ŽŶ'ĞŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?Ĩ ? ‘DŝĚƌĂƐŚŽŵƉŽƐĞĚhŶĚĞƌƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ?ŝŶ:ĂĐŽďDĂŶŶ ?The Bible as 
Read and Preached in the Old Synagogue (Cincinnati: Ktav, 1940), p. 67. 
20 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. I return to Kant, and his very different understanding of the 
possible and impossible, at the end of this essay. 
21 Søren Kierkegaard, Journals and Papers (ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong; Bloomington: Indiana 
hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇWƌĞƐƐ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǀŽů ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ‘dŚĞǁŚŽůĞĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŚĂƐŵĂĚĞŵĞĨŽƌĞǀĞƌĂƚǀĂƌŝĂŶĐĞǁŝƚŚǁŚĂƚŝƚŝƐƚŽ
be human. If it had pleased you, O Lord, to let me be changed into a horse, yet remaining human, I would be 
ŶŽŵŽƌĞĂƚǀĂƌŝĂŶĐĞǁŝƚŚǁŚĂƚŝƚŝƐƚŽďĞĂŵĂŶƚŚĂŶ/ŚĂǀĞďĞĐŽŵĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚǁŚĂƚŚĂƐũƵƐƚŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ? ? 
22 dŚĞƚǁŽƉŽĞŵƐĂƌĞƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚďǇ^ĞďĂƐƚŝĂŶƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ?Le 
Museon 99, 1-2 (1986), pp. 61-129. Throughout I shall be following Brock and distinguishing them as Memra 1 
ĂŶĚDĞŵƌĂ ? ?/ŶDĞŵƌĂ ? ?^ĂƌĂŚĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐƚŚĞĨůĞĞĐĞĂƐ ‘ĨĂŝƌ ?ůƵǆƵƌŝŽƵƐĂŶĚŐůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ? ? ?ǀĂƌŝĞŐĂƚĞĚǁŝƚŚĂůů
ƐŽƌƚƐŽĨĐŽůŽƵƌƐ ? ?ƚŽŽďƌŝŐŚƚĂŶĚůƵŵŝŶŽƵƐƚŽďĞůŽŽŬĞĚŽŶĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇ ?ƵŶůĞƐƐŽŶĞ ?ƐĞǇĞ is strong. In memra 2, the 
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beautifully syncretistic poems are clearly infusing/confusing the ƌĂŵ ?Ɛ ĐŽĂƚ ǁŝƚŚ :ŽƐĞƉŚ ?Ɛ
ketonet ƉĂƐƐţŵ that the LXX, Vulgate and Targumim read as a multi-coloured coat, with the 
legend of the ʖʌʐʍʊʅɲʄʄʉʆɷɹʌɲʎ, the golden fleece. The fleece commemorates the flying 
ram sent by the true mother, Nephele, to rescue her children Phrixus and Helle from human 
sacrifice. The parallels with the sacrifice of Isaac seem irresistible, which is why it is so 
surprising that Sebastian Brock can only concede the  ‘ƌĞŵĂƌŬĂďůĞ(but no doubt fortuitous) 
parallel in the legend of the golden fleece ? ? ĐŽŶĐĞĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝƐ  ‘just conceivable ? ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ
author had the  ‘ƚĂůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 'ŽůĚĞŶ &ůĞĞĐĞ ? Ăƚ ƚŚĞ  ‘back of his mind ? ?23 The strange 
formulation suggests that the author could have known it, but he would not/could not(?) 
have allowed it in through the front gate of his conscious mind). As Isaac puts on or carries 
the ƌĂŵ ?Ɛ ƐŬŝŶ ? ĂŶĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĂŵ/lamb, so several early Christian sources imagine a 
poignant, or grotesque, conflation and con-fusion of Sarah and Isaac: bodies that the biblical 
text struggles to keep apart. In the second Syriac liturgical poem, the mother, who intuits 
the secret to come, groans with great feeling, and pleads: 
Let me go up with you to the burnt offering and let me see my only child being sacrificed; 
if you are going to bury him in the ground I will dig the hole with my own hands, 
and if you are going to build up stones, I will carry them on my shoulders; 
the lock of my white hairs in old age, I will provide for his bonds... 
 
tŚĞŶďƌĂŚĂŵƚĞƐƚƐŚĞƌďǇƌĞƚƵƌŶŝŶŐĂůŽŶĞ ?ǁŝƚŚĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐĂĐƚƵĂůĚĞĂƚŚ ?ƐŚĞďƵƌƐƚ
into a perfect continuous optative (even as she passes the test-within-the-test): 
 
I was wishing I was an eagle, or had the speed of a turtle dove, 
so that I might go and behold that place where my only child, my beloved, was sacrificed, 
that I might bring back a little of his blood to be comforted by its smell. 
I had some of his hair to place somewhere inside my clothes, 
and when grief overcame me I placed it over my eyes. 
I had some of his clothes so that I might imagine (him), putting them in front of my eyes, 
and when grief overcame me I gained relief by gazing upon them. 
I wished I could see his pyre and the place where his bones were burnt,  
                                                                                                                                                        
ĨůĞĞĐĞ ‘ĚŽĞƐŶŽƚƌĞƐĞŵďůĞƚŚĞĨůĞĞĐĞŽĨŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇƐŚĞĞƉ ? ?ŚĂƐƚŚĞĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞŽĨĂůůƐŽƌƚƐŽĨĐŽůŽƵƌƐ ? ?ĂŶĚĐĂŶŶŽƚ
ďĞĞǆĂŵŝŶĞĚ ?ĞǆĐĞƉƚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ ‘ĞǇĞƐŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽƉŚĞƚƐ ? ? 
23 ƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ?ŵǇŝƚĂůŝĐƐ ? 
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and could bring a little of his ashes and gaze on them always and be comforted... 
 
With hands outstretched as if in prayer, or on the wing, Sarah wishes that she could fly 
upwards, backward in time. She longs to have been able to change time and tense and to 
have been with her son, at the moment of sacrifice, in the same present time and tense. 
Excluded from that exceptional moment, she wishes that she could have, that she could 
have had, the lingering smell of ŚĞƌ ƐŽŶ ?Ɛblood inside her nostrils; his hair inside her 
clothes; his hair placed over her eyes, binding her eyes; and his ashes and some of his blood 
to keep, to look at and smell always. It is as if the poet wants to go as far in the 
demonstration of mother-love aƐ'ĞŶĞƐŝƐ  ? ?ŐŽĞƐ ŝŶ ŝƚƐĂĨĨŝƌŵĂƚŝŽŶŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐĞǆƚƌĞŵĞ
love for God (even as far as the offering of the only son, the beloved one). The poetry 
pushes an equally extreme counter-poetics of attachment, that is similarly without limits, 
and that becomes too intense-necrophiliac for modern tastes.24  Rather than one figure 
symbolising another and becoming another in the realm of typology, one body gets into the 
ƐŬŝŶŽĨĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ /ƐĂĂĐƉƵƚƐŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĂŵ ?Ɛ ĨůĞĞĐĞ ? ƚŚĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌǁĂŶƚƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ /ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐďŽĚǇ
(back) into her insides. In an Easter sermon, Pseudo-Chrysostom imagines a Sarah who (had 
she been consulted), could have, would have and must have assaulted Abraham with a 
barrage of questions:  
tŚĞƌĞĂƌĞǇŽƵďƌŝŶŐŝŶŐŚŝŵ ?tŚĞƌĞĂƌĞǇŽƵƚĂŬŝŶŐŚŝŵ ?zŽƵĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞ a vision, did you? 
For how would God have appeared and asked for your son whom He has given to me 
against all the odds? 
 Somewhat hilariously for the modern feminist reader, he then adds:  ‘She would have 
ƐĂƵŐŚƚƚŽǁƌĂƉŚŝŵƵƉŝŶŚĞƌǁŽŵď ?tŽŵĞŶĂƌĞŝŶƐƵĐh cases very emotionally involved. ?25 
Isaac, who oscillates between a young boy and a thirty-year old but who is a young child, a 
talya in the Peshitta, now becomes a foetus. Sarah wants to hide Isaac back inside her 
ƵƚĞƌƵƐ ?ĨŽƌƉƌŽƚĞĐƚŝŽŶ ?ĂƐŝĨŝŶĂƚǁŝƐƚĞĚƚĂŬĞŽŶEŝĐŽŵĞĚƵƐ ?Žƌ:Žď ?Ɛtwisted understandings 
of being (un)born again, in strange folds of time. She wants to inhale the smell of her son, as 
                                                 
24 I do not mean to say that the poetry explicitly hints at incest. However, it does at times dare a deep pleasure 
ŝŶƚŚĞƐŽŶƚŚĂƚƐĞĞŵƐƚŽĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚǁŝƚŚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨůŽǀĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŵĂǆŝŵĂůƉĂŝŶ ?ŶĚŝƚŝƐŚĂƌĚ
to approach the imagery of one body getting inside another, without evoking birth and sex, even when not 
explicitly figuring the act of sex. 
25 Pseudo-Chyrsostom, Easter Homily TITLE [check p. 133] Patrologia Graeca 56, pp. 541-554. 
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Isaac inhales the earthy smell of Esau (Gen. 27.27). She wants to keep his blood, and inhale 
its smell, and place his hair over her eyes. In a kontakion26 on the sacrifice of Isaac for the 
fourth Sunday of Lent, the sixth century Byzantine poet Romanos Melodos (490-556) 
imagines the garrulous stanzas of protest that would have burst from inside of Sarah, had 
Abraham spoken to her ? stanzas that have everything to do with her insides, and her 
profound umbilical attachment to her son: 
The little life which I have left, I want to live it with him. After my death, if you so will, then 
ĚŽǁŝƚŚŚŝŵũƵƐƚĂƐǇŽƵŚĂǀĞƐĂŝĚ ?ƵƚĚŽŶ ?ƚ take him from me, or grief will kill me; I beg 
you! We only just (barely) got him, when we no longer hoped that anything could come 
forth from inside of me. If we have only received him in order to lose him, will you cause me 
to conceive once more, will I suckle once more, and then, when life is ripe, give the fruit 




Get away from me, immediately! / ?ŵ taking him in my arms, this child who caused so much 
pain in my belly, because I want to have my fill of him. If the one who called you needs 
sacrifices, let him have a sheep. Isaac, my child, if I see your blood split on the ground...ah! it 
will kill me first, and only then kill you. Before you, your mother; after her, her little one.  
 
and, then, to Isaac: 
 
But it is you who will close my eyes, you who, along with your children, will return me to the bosom 
of my fathers. It is you who will come to cry for me on the bed where you first saw the light. I will 
never be your chief mourner, for having heeded the words of the executioner (torturer) that is your 
father.27    
 
                                                 
26 dŚĞ'ƌĞĞŬǁŽƌĚ ‘ŬŽŶƚĂŬŝŽŶ ? ?ʃʉʆʏɳʃɿʉʆ )ƌĞĨĞƌƐƚŽƚŚĞƐŚĂĨƚŽf a scroll. According to tradition, Romanos 
swallowed a scroll, like the prophets, and his compositions were divinely inspired.  
27 All translations are from my rough working translation of the text in Romanos le Mélode, Hymnes (ed. José 
Grosdidier de Matons, Sources Chrétiennes  ? ? ? WĂƌŝƐ P ĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĚƵ ĞƌĨ ?  ? ? ? ? ) ?  ‘,ǇŵŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ŽĨ
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞĨŽƵƌƚŚ^ƵŶĚĂǇŝŶ>ĞŶƚ ? ?ƉƉ ? ? ? ?-165. All following citations are from this edition. 
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Sarah wants to drink her fill, a life-ƚŝŵĞ ?ƐǁŽƌƚŚ ?ŽĨƚŚĞƐŽŶ who emerged from her so tenuously, so 
impossibly, so lately. This woman becomes an exemplary case of ^ƚĞŝŶĞƌ ?Ɛ ‘ŚƵŵĂŶ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƐŚĞ
experiences the pain of the loss of her son as the loss of a very specific future: one in which her son 
will close her eyes and weep over her corpse on the very bed on which he emerged from between 
her legs. This Sarah is so fully, poignantly human, because she thinks in the future. Her pain comes 
from her umbilical attachment to his body, her desired substitution for his body at the place of 
sacrifice, and her imagination of the various futures, subjunctives, and alternative worlds at and after 
her death. In this she is a little bit like the theologians, who see the meaning of the test as lying in the 
apocalyptic jeopardy of all futures. Kierkegaard rightly glosses the biblical text as threatening the 
universal, the whoůĞǁŽƌůĚĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞĨƵƚƵƌĞĐŽŶĐĞĂůĞĚŝŶ ‘/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐůŽŝŶƐ ?,28 while Calvin writes 
even more sensationally of the jeopardy of salvation and all the worlds predicated on that salvation, 
as Abraham almost cuts Isaac and so almost  ‘ĐƵƚ ?Ɛ ?ŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚ ?Ɛ ?ŝŶƚŽƚŚĞĨŝƌĞ ?ƚŚĞcharter of his 
salvation ? ?ǁŝƚŚ ‘ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐůĞĨƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ďƵƚĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?29 But unlike them, 
this Sarah thinks in terms of the microcosm, the minor apocalypse: the one precious body from her 
body, slipping through the thin membrane that separates his (impossible) life from his (impossible) 
death.  
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƚŚĂŶŬƐďĞƚŽ'ŽĚ ?ŽŶůǇ ‘ŬŝůůƐ ?/ƐĂĂĐ ?ďƵƚƚƌǇƚĞůůŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŽ/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?ŽƌƚŚĞ
mother as imagined in Leviticus Rabbah. When Isaac comes back down the mountain, Sarah asks him 
 “tŚĞƌĞŚĂǀĞǇŽƵďĞĞŶ ?my son ? ? ? ?EŽƚĞƚŚĂƚƉŽŝŶƚĞĚƉŚƌĂƐĞ ?ŝŶƐŝƐƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ/ƐĂĂĐŝƐŽŶůǇher only, a 
fact that early Jewish and Christian Sarahs will persist in mentioning.) Isaac tells her everything that 
ŚĂƐŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƐŚĞĂƐŬƐĨŽƌĐŽŶĨŝƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ P “tŽĞƵŶƚŽmy son ? ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐƚŚĂƚƉŚƌĂƐĞĂŐĂŝŶ )
 ‘tĞƌĞŝƚŶŽƚĨŽƌƚŚĞĂŶŐĞůǇŽƵwould ĂůƌĞĂĚǇŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶƐůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌĞĚ ? ? ?ƚŽǁŚŝĐŚ/ƐĂĂĐĂŶƐǁĞƌƐ ‘zĞƐ ? ?
Sarah is not asking whether Isaac was killed: past perfect. That would be silly. The angel did arrive, 
thank God, and Sarah knows this because her son is standing there before her. She is only asking for 
confirmation that this would have happened, and this is what she gets. But yet, weak, fond creature 
that she is, this alone, in Leviticus Rabbah, is enough to kill her ? I mean, really kill her. The midrash 
ends with her screaming six times corresponding to six blasts on the shofar at Rosh Hashanah and 
concludes with a nicely qualified, cautious-ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂů ‘They say that she died before finishing the six 
                                                 
28 Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling: Dialectical Lyric by Johannes de Silentio, trans. Alastair Hannay 
(Penguin: Harmondsworth, 1985), p. 88.  
29 John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), p. 553.  
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ƐĐƌĞĂŵƐ ? ?30 ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƐŝǆƐĐƌĞĂŵƐ-- falling away just before the end like a lament or qinah  Woffer an 
audible counterpoint to the already complex tones of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah. The shofar, 
which according to tradition comes from the ram of the akedah, is sounded in one long straight blast 
(tekiah); three medium wailing sounds (shevarim); and nine quick blasts in short succession (teruah). 
^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƐĐƌĞĂŵƐĂƌĞŝŵĂŐŝŶĞĚĂƐĂŵƉůŝĨǇŝŶŐƚŚĞtones of mourning and existential exposure already 
present in the shevarim. The akedah is heard, and performed, as a complex musical score: a 
confident proclamation of zekut, obedience, courage, devotion, safety and salvation in a strong bass 
masculine and a major key ? against soprano or alto mourning, in a minor key. The death of Sarah 
ĂŵƉůŝĨŝĞƐƚŚĞŶŽƚĞƐŽĨƚŚĞŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞŝŶĐƌĞĚƵůŽƵƐ ? ‘dŚŝƐŝƐĂǁĨƵů ? )ŝŶŚĂƌŵŽŶǇĂŶĚĚŝƐŚĂƌŵŽŶǇǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ
ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞŝŶĐƌĞĚƵůŽƵƐ ? ‘dŚŝƐŝƐĂǁĞƐŽŵĞ PƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚŽĨ:ĞǁŝƐŚƌĞĚĞŵƉƚŝŽŶŝƐĨŽƵŶĚĞĚĂŶĚ
groƵŶĚĞĚŽŶƚŚŝƐ ? ) ? 
Unlike their modern counterparts, early interpreters are acutely aware of the strange 
triptych-like structure of Genesis chapters twenty one to twenty three. Genesis 22 is not alone. It is 
not the only. The text sequence makes this very clear. At the centre: the act of blood sacrifice as 
 ‘ďŝƌƚŚĚŽŶĞďĞƚƚĞƌ ? ?31 from which women are excluded. And/but on the two side panels, as if to beg 
the question, two stories centred on women at the two ends of life. On one side, the death and 
mourning of Sarah. One the other side, nursing mothers: the birth and weaning of Isaac. It is as if the 
famous paintings by Rembrandt had somehow got attached to his numerous sketches of mother and 
child  Wand as we will see, Sarah does regularly become that most famous mother-and-child.  
 
Fig. 2 
(if possible I would like these 3 images arranged as if in a triptych, with the sacrifice at the centre) 
 
                                                 
30 Leviticus Rabbah 20.2. 
31 Nancy Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion and Paternity (Chicago: University of 







In Genesis 21, we also ĨŝŶĚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĚŝƐĐŽŵĨŽƌƚŝŶŐĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ-Egyptian-slave double and mimic: Hagar, 
the resident alien, the one who is sent away because her son, Ishmael, is yizhaq-ing, (meaning 
 ‘ƉůĂǇŝŶŐ ?, but also  ‘ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶŝŶŐ-to-become-Isaac ? ). Ishmael is an alternative Isaac, a future subjunctive 
possibility of an alternative Israel, another surrogate family of Abraham; a sign of dangerously 
doubled worlds. Genesis 21 is all about expelling the one who would have inherited had he not been 
removed, and eliminating at least one subjunctive life, one parallel world. Crucially (and we never say 
this ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚĂƌŐƵĂďůǇƚŚŝƐŝƐƚŚĞƚĞǆƚ ?Ɛmain purpose), the almost-sacrifice makes Isaac, the almost 
sacrificed son, the true son ? while making Ishmael, the almost-son, the one who would have been, 
who might have been, but in the end was not ?ƵƚƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŽĨƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌƐŽŶĂŶĚƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŵŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ
expulsion is told in such a way as to deliberately beg the question of the surrogate Israel, there 
before us, sacrificed before us and for us. Alternative worlds and subjunctive worlds are not easily 
eliminated. Once the word is said, once the son is born, he and his mother are out there. And these 
ghostly subjunctive worlds remain, not least on the pages of our scriptures, as we narrate, again and 
again, the story of how they might have been, but were expelled.  
 
The first room of Boddeke and GƌĞĞŶĂǁĂǇ ?ƐKďĞĚŝĞŶĐĞĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶ is filled with Sarah. The first (and 
only) thing the viewer encounters is a gigantic video screen of a very solid Sarah, playing with Isaac, 
with a ghostly Abraham-ŐŽĚƐƉĞĐƚƌĞŝŶƚŚĞďĂĐŬŐƌŽƵŶĚ ?dŚĞǁĂůůĐĂƉƚŝŽŶƌĞĂĚƐ P ‘tŚĂƚĚŽ/ƚĞůů^ĂƌĂŚ







Fig 3: Room 1, Sarah. Saskia Boddeke and Peter Greenaway, Gehorsam, Jewish Museum 
Berlin 22.05-13.09 2015. (My photographs) 
 
Early Christian and especially Jewish interpretation tends to read the sacrifice of Isaac in relation to 
the après-sacrifice, and particularly the shadow cast by chapter twenty three, beŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ‘ŶĚ ?ŽƌBut, 
^ĂƌĂŚĚŝĞĚ ? ? ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚďǇďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǀĞƌǇĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞ ?ĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞ ?ĂŶĚƉĞƌŚĂƉƐǀĞƌǇŐƵŝůƚǇďƵƌŝĂůŽĨŚŝƐ
wife.32 In an ingenious gloss on the endless waws ŽĨďŝďůŝĐĂůƉĂƌĂƚĂǆŝƐƚŚĞ ‘ĂŶĚ ?ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŶŐ'ĞŶĞƐŝƐ
 ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ?ŝƐƌĞĂĚĂƐĂ ‘ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ? ?ǁŚŝĐŚĐĂŶĞĂƐŝůǇtip into and oƵƚŽĨĂ ‘ďƵƚ ?. The most important 
ƚŚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ^ĂƌĂŚĚŽĞƐŝŶŚĞƌ:ĞǁŝƐŚĂĨƚĞƌůŝǀĞƐŝƐƚŽĚŝĞ ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚŝƐƌĞĂĚĂƐĐŽůůĂƚĞƌĂůĚĂŵĂŐĞ P
blood sacrifice with its inverted commas, or gloves, off. According to Bereshit Rabbah and Rashi, the 
sense is  ‘Therefore [But ŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ?^ĂƌĂŚĚŝĞĚĨƌŽŵƚŚĂƚǀĞƌǇƉĂŝŶ ? ?dŚĞĚĞĂƚŚŽĨ^ĂƌĂŚĂĚĚƐ
ĨŽƌĐĞƚŽƚŚĞƌĞƐƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐŚĂŶĚŽĨƚŚĞĂŶŐĞůĂŶĚƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇƚƵƌŶƐŝƚŝŶƚŽĂĐŚĂƐƚŝƐŝŶŐŚĂŶĚ ? ‘ŽŶ ?ƚĚŽƚŚŝƐ
                                                 
32 /ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƚŚĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉďĞƚǁĞĞŶ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚƚŚĞĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞŐƵŝůƚǇŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞŽĨŚĞƌďƵƌŝĂůin 
Sherwood,  ‘ŶĚ^ĂƌĂŚŝĞĚ ? ?ŝŶ^ŚĞƌǁŽŽĚ ?ĞĚ ? ) ĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?ƐŝďůĞ PZĞĂĚŝŶŐĂWĂŐĞŽĨ^ĐƌŝƉƚƵƌĞǁŝƚŚĂ>ŝƚƚůĞ,ĞůƉ
from Derrida (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004),pp. 261-92. 
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ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?EĂƵŐŚƚǇďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ŶĚƉůĞĂƐĞĚŽŶ ?ƚƚƌǇƚŚŝƐĂƚŚŽŵĞ ? ?Śƌŝstian readings are less inclined 
ƚŽĞǆƉůŽŝƚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚĂƐĂĚŝƌĞĐƚĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞŽĨƚŚĞĂŬĞĚĂŚ ?ďƵƚƚŚĞǇĚŽƌĞĂĚƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞďĂĐŬ
through what happens after Abraham gets home. In a fifteenth century Sacrifice first performed in 
Northampton in 1460,33 when Abraham returns home, Sarah asks what her Lord has been doing, and 
Abraham decides to play an ill-ũƵĚŐĞĚŐƵĞƐƐŝŶŐŐĂŵĞ ?,ĞŚĂƐďĞĞŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐŝŶŐ ?ĂŶƐŚĞŐƵĞƐƐǁŚĂƚ ? ‘
ůŝǀŝŶŐĂŶŝŵĂů ? ? ? ‘ƐŽŵĞƋƵǇŬďĞƐƚ ? ? ) ?KŚǇĞƐ ?ƐĂǇƐďƌĂŚĂŵ ‘ŝƚǁĂƐĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇĂůŝǀŝŶŐĂnimal. I may as 
well tell you lest you hear from someone else, for it will surely come out into the open ?. 34  When 
Abraham confesses, in the most graphic language possible-- ‘ ? ? ?'ŽĚĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĞĚŵĞƚŽƐŵŝƚĞŽĨĨ
/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐŚĞĂĚĂŶĚďƵƌŶŚŝŵ ? ? ?ƵŶƚŝůƚŚĞĂŶŐĞůĐĂŵĞ ? ? ? ?Sarah is distinctly unimpressed. She cries out 
 ‘Alas where was your mynde? ? (Are you mad?) ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƌĞƉůǇ-- ‘My mynde? Vpon the goode Lord 
on hy! ?  Wis a comic but insufficient answer. And/but then, amazingly, Abraham himself confesses 
 ‘Isaac hathe no harme, but in maner I was sory ? ?/ƐĂĂĐŝƐƐĂǀĞĚ ?ďƵƚŐƵŝůƚĂŶĚƌĞŐƌĞƚƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ ? 
We might have expected this medieval Sarah to have been the cartoonish opposite of 
true piety, like the silly harpy Mrs Noah, a stock of medieval mystery cycles, or, at the other 
extreme, a kind of patient Griselda, another famous medieval type, praised for willingly 
ŐŝǀŝŶŐƵƉŚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂƚŚĞƌŚƵƐďĂŶĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ ?ƐŚĞŝƐƌĂƚŚĞƌŵŽƌĞůŝŬĞƚŚĞ
'ƌŝƐĞůĚĂŝŶĂƌǇůŚƵƌĐŚŝůů ?Ɛ1982 play Top Girls: a fabulous encounter between famous 
women from history, including Pope Joan and Griselda, in a nineteen eighties restaurant. 
Like that Griselda, this Sarah ultimately affirms the sovereignty of her husband and her God 
                                                 
33  ‘dŚĞEŽƌƚŚĂŵƉƚŽŶWůĂǇŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵĂŶĚ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ?ŝŶEŽƌŵĂŶĂǀŝƐ ?ĞĚ ) ?Non-Cycle Plays and Fragments 
(London, New York, Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1970), pp. 32-42. All following citations are from this 
edition. All (rough) translations to modern English are my own. 
34 Abraham: Wif, I went for to sacrifye;     
but how trowe you, tell me verylye?                                                                                                          
 
Sarah: Forsoþe, souereigne, I wot not I,                                                                                                     
Parauenture som quyk best 
 
A: Quyk? Ye forsothe, quyk it was! 
 As well I may tel you al the case   
As another that was in the same place, 
For I wot well it wol be wist...                                                                                                                 
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ďƵƚĂĚĚƐ ‘/ĚŽƚŚŝŶŬ ?I do wonder ? it would have been nicer if Walter ŚĂĚŶ ?ƚŚĂĚƚŽ ? ?35 The 
ƚŚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚ'ƌŝƐĞůĚĂǁŝƐŚĞƐŚĞƌŚƵƐďĂŶĚ ‘ŚĂĚŶ ?ƚŚĂĚƚŽ ?ŝŶĐůƵĚĞsending an officer to take 
her baby daughter, then later her baby son, telling her that the children are to be killed, but 
actually spiriting them way in secret as part of a convoluted test. The original Griselda 
makes no protest beyond asking that the children receive a proper burial. The modern 
Griselda starts to regret ?/Ŷ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĐĂƐĞ ?ƚŚĞƌĞŐƌĞƚĂŶĚĚŽƵďƚsets in early, in 1460, and, 
even more strikingly, her husband catches and echoes this in his sorry, his regret. Feudal 
structures do not necessarily promote obedience. There are many tones ? including wry 
resignation, and incomprehension ? to the inevitable affirmation that, as Sarahs, Abrahams 
and Isaacs all proclaim in pre-modern performances of the sacrifice, that  ‘dŚĞƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶ
ŵƵƐƚŚĂǀĞŚŝƐǁĂǇ ? ?In the Northampton play, mother, son and father all the characters 
enact some distance from the plot and the life that they inhabit ? but Sarah and especially 
Isaac are the most distant. In the mountaintop crisis moment, Isaac says: 
A, fader, do now what euer ye lyst, 
For of my modre, I wot wel, I shal be myst. 
Many a tyme haþ she me clipt and kyst, 
But farewell nowe, for þat is do. 
She was wont to call me hir tresoure and hir store; 
But farewel now, she shal no more. 
Here I shal be ded and wot neuer wherefore, 
Saue þat God most haue his wille. 
Fader, shal my hed of also? 
Father do whatever you desire 
But I know full well that my mother shall miss me  
Many times she has embraced and kissed me  
But farewell to all that for that is now over. 
She used call me her treasure and her store 
But farewell to all that ? she shall say this no more 
Here  I shall be killed, without knowing wheretofore 
Except that God ?ƐǁŝůůŵƵƐƚďĞĨƵůĨŝůůĞĚ. 
                                                 
35 Caryl Churchill, Top Girls (London: Methuen, 1981), Act 1, p. 27. 
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Father, will you also be chopping off my head? 
Comedy creeps into the tragedy too early as Isaac asks, almost as an afterthought:  ‘tŝůůǇŽƵĂůƐŽďĞ
ĐŚŽƉƉŝŶŐŽĨĨŵǇŚĞĂĚ ? ?The line, which surely raised a smile, is deliberately out of step and out of 
time with the technically comic ending (the angel and the ram) which only comes much later in the 
ƚĞǆƚĂŶĚƚŚĞƉůĂǇ ?/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐĚĂŶŐĞƌŽƵƐůǇĐŽŵŝĐƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝƐŽƵƚŽĨƐǇŶĐǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĚĂrk tragedy of the 
sacrificial moment.  It is uttered by a very un-Christ-like, poignantly human Isaac, cut off from his 
own fate and body. He submits, for he can do no other. But he is clear on the separation of his will 
and his knowing from the sovereign script that commands him (Here I shal be ded and wot neuer 
wherefore/Saue þat God most haue his wille.) And, as if as a last act on his  behalf of his own will, he 
tries to influence Abraham by summoning the guilty memory of the excluded mother and the agony 
of her future, and her (futile) mourning, to at least gesture to other possible worlds, and alternative 
possible futures--even at this late stage.  
 
The Enabling Frame as a Safe Space for Ethopoiia and Hypothetical Speech 
Subversive possibilities and complex polyphonic tones are enabled by the four-cornered structure 
that holds the text securely, like a frame. These four corners are: 
 
1. The non-negotiable sovereignty of God. Abraham is not choosing. 
2.  The tension between supreme, virtually divine spiritual athleticism on the part of Abraham, 
ĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞĐŽŝůŽĨ ‘ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ?ĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚŽĨĨƐĞƚƐƚŚĞŚĞƌŽŝƐŵŽĨƚŚĞƚƌŝĂů ? 
3. Mystery, typology, and secrets. The potentially tragic test takes place within a fundamentally 
comic structure ? not just because Isaac gets up from the altar, but because he is a type of the 
resurrection and all resurrected endings. The ultimate solidity of the frame comes from the 
fact that the wood of the woodpile is also the wood of the cross (and what could be more 
solid and secure than the wood of the cross?). 
4.  The ultimate security of a particular kind of future: a future that is neat, clean, and singular, 
and no longer haunted by multiple possibilities, or dark and dangerous subjunctives. Within a 
Christian framework, this story has already been made New. The creativity of possibility is 
now channelled into dreaming in how many miraculous myriad ways this story anticipates 
that single future ? or to put it more accurately, how many lines can be drawn between the 
passion and this story, like the lines that a prism sends out a single point of light. (The Old 
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dĞƐƚĂŵĞŶƚŝƐƚŚĞEĞǁdĞƐƚĂŵĞŶƚ ?ƐƐŚĂĚŽǁ ?ďƵƚŝƚŝƐĂůƐŽĂƉƌŝƐŵ ?ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐŶƵŵĞƌŽƵƐ
refraction lines from a single point of light). Crucially, this sure relation to certain singular 
future tense ? leaves writers with a freedom to create subversive possibilities around the Old 
Testament text, in its past and literal sense. 
 
Jewish and Christian traditions, which are sometimes hard to separate in some of these works, are 
differently secure.36 Jewish texts are secured by the covenantal binding. In a number of midrashim 
ƚŚĞ ‘ƐŽŶďŝŶĚƐǁŝƚŚĂůůŚŝƐŚĞĂƌƚ ? ĂŶĚƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂƚŚĞƌďŝŶĚƐǁŝƚŚĂůůŚŝƐŚĞĂƌƚ ? ?but, from within the secure 
framework of this secure covenantal binding to the text known as the akedah ?/ƐĂĂĐƐĂǇƐ ‘&ĂƚŚĞƌ ?
ďŝŶĚŵǇŚĂŶĚƐĂŶĚĨĞĞƚ ?ƐŽƚŚĂƚ/ŵŝŐŚƚŶŽƚĐƵƌƐĞǇŽƵ ?ŽƌĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞůǇŬŝĐŬǇŽƵ ? ?ĂŶĚǁŽƌƌŝĞƐƚŚĂƚ ‘Ă
[bad] word/a curse may issue from my mouth because of the violence and hŝƐĚƌĞĂĚŽĨĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?37  Of 
course, Isaac does not ŬŝĐŬŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ĂŶĚŚĞŶĞǀĞƌƐĂǇƐƚŚŝƐǁŽƌĚ PŚĞŽŶůǇ ‘ƐĂǇƐ ?ŝƚ ?ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶŝŶŐƚŚĞ
ǁŽƌĚŚĞĨĞĂƌƐŚĞŵŝŐŚƚƌŝƐĞŝŶǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌŝůǇĨƌŽŵŚŝŵ ?ůŝŬĞƚŚĞǀĞƌďĂůĞƋƵŝǀĂůĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĂƚƌĞĨůĞǆ ‘ŬŝĐŬ ? ?dŚĞ
ǁŽƌĚƚŚĂƚŚĞƚŚŝŶŬƐ ‘ŵĂǇ ?ƌŝƐĞŝŶŚŝƐŵŽƵƚŚŶĞǀĞƌŐĞƚƐĨƵƌƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŚŝƐ ‘ŵĂǇ ? ?ƵƚŝĨ/ƚĞůůǇŽƵŶŽǁ ?
conditionally, what I would have said, had such and such been asked of me, the words still happen. 
/ ?ǀĞƐĂŝĚƚŚĞŵĂŶĚƚŚĞǇĂƌĞĂůƌĞĂĚǇŽƵƚƚŚĞƌĞ ?ŚĂŶŐŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞĂŝƌ ?EŽǁƚŚĂƚŚĞ ?ƐƐƉŽŬĞŶƚŚĞƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ
and fear of them, the kick and curse are out there in that parallel world of what Isaac would have 
said/screamed/kicked had the sacrifice taken place. 
  The Christian framework provides perhaps even more security ? or a different kind of 
security ? with the addition of elements three and four. Far from being ultimately  ‘ƚŚǁĂƌƚĞĚďǇ
ƚǇƉŽůŽŐǇ ? ?ĂƐŵĞdievalist Allen J. Franzen argues,38 anti-sacrificial elements are frequently heightened 
and enabled by typology in pre-modern Christian texts. In the Northampton Abraham and Isaac, 
                                                 
36 &ŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?ZŽŵĂŶŽƐ ?Ɛ<ŽŶƚĂŬŝŽŶŝƐƉƌŽĨŽƵŶĚůǇ ‘:ƵĚĞŽ-ŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ ? ?ǁŝƚh clear borrowings from midrash, and 
frequent Hebraisms in his koine Greek. Born to Jewish family in either Emesa (modern-day Homs) 
or Damascus, and baptised as a young boy, Romanos served as Deacon in the Church of the Resurrection in 
Beirut and sacristan in the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople. His kontakion is full of midrashic details, including 
ďŝŶĚŝŶŐ/ƐĂĂĐůĞƐƚŚĞƐƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ?ĂŶĚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƉƌŽƚĞƐƚ P ‘,ĂǀĞǇŽƵĨŽƵŶĚƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐůĂĐŬŝŶŐŝŶŵǇƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ?ƐŽ
that you prevented me? Have I neglected something, in ǁŽƌĚŽƌŝŶĚĞĞĚ ? ? ? ? ? ? 
37 See for example Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, Midrash Tanhuma, Pesikta Rabbati, the Palestinian Targum and 
Midrash Bereshit Rabbati on Gen. 22.9. 
38ůůĞŶ: ?&ƌĂŶǌĞŶ ? ‘dĞĂƌƐĨŽƌďƌĂŚĂŵ PdŚĞŚĞƐƚĞƌWůĂǇŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵĂŶĚ^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂŶĚŶƚŝƐĂcrifice in Works by 
tŝůĨƌĞĚKǁĞŶ ?ĞŶũĂŵŝŶƌŝƚƚĞŶĂŶĚĞƌĞŬ:ĂƌŵĂŶ ? ?Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31.3 (2001), 
pp. 445-476. In contrast, and closer to my own argument, V.A. Kolve describes how these medieval dramas 
unexpectedly exploit the  ‘differences ? ĂƐǁĞůůĂƐƚŚĞ ‘ƐŝŵŝůĂƌŝƚŝĞƐ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ĨŝŐƵƌĞĂŶĚĨƵůĨŝůŵĞŶƚ ? ?ůŝĨĨŽƌĚ
ĂǀŝĚƐŽŶĂƌŐƵĞƐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůĨŽƌ ‘ŵĞŶƚĂůŚƵƌƚ ?ŝƐŶŽƚƐƚŝĨůĞĚďǇƚǇƉŽůŽŐǇ ?ǁŚŝůĞWĞƚĞƌƌĂĞŐĞƌĐŽŶƚĞŶĚƐ
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƉůĂǇƐĞǆƉůŽŝƚ ‘ƚǇƉŽůŽŐǇas contrast ? ?^ĞĞs ? ?<Žlve, The Play Called Corpus Christi  (Stanford: Stanford 
hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇWƌĞƐƐ ? ? ? ? ? ) ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?ůŝĨĨŽƌĚĂǀŝĚƐŽŶ ? ‘dŚĞ^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐŝŶDĞĚŝĞǀĂůŶŐůŝƐŚƌĂŵĂ ? ?Papers on 
Language and Literature 35.1 (1999) pp. 1- ? ? ?WĞƚĞƌƌĂĞŐĞƌ ? ‘dǇƉŽůŽŐǇĂƐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶthe Middle English 
ďƌĂŚĂŵĂŶĚ/ƐĂĂĐWůĂǇƐ ? ?Essays in Medieval Studies 2 (1985), pp. 131-149.  
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when Isaac first learns that he is to be the lamb ? the very moment when the play is most securely 
anchored in the mystery ?  he protests: 
 
Gentil fader, wot my modre of this 
That I shal be ded? 
 
 ‘ŽĞƐŵƵŵŬŶŽǁĂďŽƵƚƚŚŝƐ ? ? ?dŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŝƐŶŽƚƐŝŵƉůǇ ‘ŚĂƐƐŚĞďĞĞŶƚŽůĚ ?ďƵƚ ‘,ĂĚƐŚĞďĞĞŶ
told, she would surely not have allowed this to take place. ?dŚŝƐƐĞŶƐĞŝƐĞĐŚŽĞĚŝŶ
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚƌƵůǇĂŵĂǌŝŶŐƌĞƉůǇ P ‘^ŚĞ ?DĂƌǇ ?ƐŽŶ ?ƌŝƐƚĨŽƌďĂĚĞ ? ? ? ‘^ŚĞ ?DĂƌǇ ?ƐƐŽŶ ?ŚƌŝƐƚ
forbid! ? ) ?Typology collides with curse and expletive. Medieval mystery plays often ran the 
risk of accidental comedy in the potential clash between high Christian meaning and its 
incarnation in all-too-human local characters. There are very amusing stories of the humour 
that resulted when the virgin was played by a local woman well known for her less than 
ǀŝƌŐŝŶĂůƉĂƐƚ ?ƵƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƚŚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝƚƐĞůĨĞŵďŽĚŝĞƐƚŚĞĚŽƵďůĞƚŽŶĞ ?dŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŝƐ ‘ŚƌŝƐƚŶŽ ?
'ŽŽĚŐŽĚŶŽ ?/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚƉŽƐƐŝďůǇƚĞůůŚĞƌ ?ƌĞǇŽƵŵĂĚ ? ? ?dŚŝƐcould only take place over her 
dead body.) But this expletive is also an expression of perfect typological correctness, for it 
is addressed to Isaac: the one who, according to the mystery, is DĂƌǇ ?ƐƐŽŶ ?ŚƌŝƐƚ ? 
As well as ĂŵƉůŝĨǇŝŶŐ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƌĞĂĐƚŝŽŶĂƉƌğƐ- ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ? ?ĞĂƌůǇŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶƚĞŶĚƐƚŽ
worry what she would have said pre-sacrifice, had she heard of it. (And how could she not have 
heard of it? How could Abraham have prevented her hearing of it?) The possibilities are developed to 
a potentially shocking extent using the Greek rhetorical tradition of ethopoiia, or hypothetical 
speech. Gregory of Nyssa asks: 
 
What words would ƐŚĞ ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?ŚĂǀĞƵƐĞĚ ? ?KƉĞŶŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐ ) “^ƉĂƌĞǁŚĂƚŝƐŽĨǇŽƵƌŽǁŶ
nature, man, otherwise your life will become the subject of an unpleasant story. This is my only child, 
/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƚŚĞŽŶůǇŽŶĞďŽƌŶĨƌŽŵŵǇǁŽŵď ?ƚŚĞŽŶůǇŽŶĞŝŶ ŵǇĂƌŵƐ Q/ĨǇŽƵƌĂŝƐĞǇŽur sword against 
Śŝŵ ?ƌĞŶĚĞƌŵĞ ?ƵŶĨŽƌƚƵŶĂƚĞŽŶĞ ?ƚŚĞƐĞƌǀŝĐĞŽĨƵƐŝŶŐǇŽƵƌƐǁŽƌĚĨŝƌƐƚĂŐĂŝŶƐƚŵĞ Q>ĞƚƵƐďĞďƵƌŝĞĚ
together, let the same earth cover our bodies, let the same tombstone tell our disaster. Then ^ĂƌĂŚ ?Ɛ
eye ǁŝůůŶŽƚŚĂǀĞƚŽƐĞĞŚŽǁ Q/ƐĂĂĐŝƐ ŬŝůůĞĚďǇƚŚĞŚĂŶĚƐŽĨŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ? ?39 
                                                 
39 &ƌŽŵ'ƌĞŐŽƌǇ ?ƐƉĂƌĂƉŚƌĂƐĞŽĨĂŶŝŽƐǇůůĂďŝĐ'ƌĞĞŬƉŽĞŵǁƌŽŶŐůǇĂƚƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚƚŽƉŚƌĞŵŽĨ^ǇƌŝĂ ?ƐƚƌŽƉŚĞƐ ? ?-
95, cited in M.F.G. Parmentier, Isaak gebonden ? Jezus gekruisigd: Oudchristelijke teksten over Genesis 22 
(Kampen: Uitgeverij Kok, 1996), pp. 63-64. I am grateful to Marije Altorf for her assistance with translation. 
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,Ğƌ ‘ǁŽƌĚƐ ? ?In a homily that survives only in the Coptic, the fourth century Bishop, Amphilocius of 
Iconium (339/340  W394 W403 CE) amplifies the countervoice of Sarah, while safely containing her 
words within the mind of Abraham: 
 
tŚĂƚƐŚĂůů/ĚŽ ?/ƚŝƐŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƚŚĂƚ^ĂƌĂŚƐŚŽƵůĚŬŶŽǁ ?ŝƚ ? ?&ŽƌŝĨ/ŝŶĨŽƌŵŚĞƌƐŚĞ QǁŝůůƌŝƐĞ
up against me, weeping as if she were mad [and] saying to me (again, open the floodgate of 
ŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐ ) “tŚĂƚŚĂƐŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚƚŽǇŽƵ ? ?Kƌ ‘tŚŽhas brought this thought into your 
mind?  Q tŚĞƌĞ ŚĂǀĞ ǇŽƵ ƐĞĞŶ ƐƵĐŚ  ?Ă ƚŚŝŶŐ ? ? ? Kƌ  ‘tŚŽ ŽĨ ǇŽƵƌ ĨŽƌĞĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ ŚĂƐ ŵĂĚĞ Ă
sacrifice of this kind to God? Enoch pleased God, but he did not slay his son. Noah has 
pleased God but he did nothing like that. O man, refrain from this act. O old man, your mind 
has been upset, since he, who called you, wants a sheep. He surely does not want a human 
ďĞŝŶŐ ?ĚŽĞƐŚĞ ? ?40 
dŚĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ‘,ĞƐƵƌĞůǇĚŽĞƐŶŽƚǁĂŶƚĂŚƵŵĂŶďĞŝŶŐ ?ĚŽĞƐŚĞ ? ?ŝƐĂůƐŽĞĐŚŽĞĚďǇƚŚĞEŽƌƚŚĂŵƉƚŽŶ
Isaac whŽŝŶĂŶŽƚŚĞƌĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƚŽƐĂǀĞŚŝŵƐĞůĨĂƐŬƐ P ‘ĂŶ ?ƚǇŽƵƌŬŝŶŐďĞƐĂƚŝƐĨŝĞĚďǇĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌŬŝŶĚŽĨ
ďĞĂƐƚ ? ? ?dŚĞŽŶůǇƚŚŝŶŐǁƌŽŶŐǁŝƚŚƚŚŝƐƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŝƐƚŚĂƚŝƚŝƐŽƵƚŽĨƚŝŵĞ ?ƚĞŶƐĞĂŶĚƐĞŶƐĞǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ
biblical narrative. In Genesis 22, God will certainly be satisfied by an other kind of beast--but only 
later. To anticipate this moment (ŝŶĂ ‘ƐƵƌĞůǇ ? ?ŽŶĞŽĨƚŚŽƐĞƐƵďƚůĞǁŽƌĚƐƵƐĞĚƚŽĐŽŶǀĞǇƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ
affirmed in spite of reasons to believe the opposite) is too proleptic, presumptive, even though, in 
the future, this is precisely what will be affirmed. Sarah and Isaac ŽĨƚĞŶƐƉĞĂŬŽƌ ‘ƐƉĞĂŬ ?ƚŚĞƚƌƵƚŚƚŽŽ
early, and in a text where timing is everything, their statements also seem subversive: at odds with, 
ŽƌŽƵƚŽĨƚŝŵĞǁŝƚŚ ?ƚŚĞƚĞǆƚ ?Ɛtruth. 
^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƐƉĞĞĐŚ-in-the-mind-of-Abraham fills the vast abyss of silence between Genesis 22.2 
and 22.3, where, absolutely unlike the Abraham of Genesis 21.11 who has just found the 
female/divine41 ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƚŽĞǆƉĞůƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌƐŽŶ/ƐŚŵĂĞů ‘ǀĞƌǇĚŝƐƚƌĞƐŝŶŐ ? ?ƚŚŝƐďƌĂŚĂŵƐĂǇƐŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ. 
dŚĞ ‘ǀŽŝĐĞ ?ŽĨ^ĂƌĂŚŝƐĂůƐŽƚŚĞǀŽŝĐĞ-of-ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ǀĞŶƚƌŝůŽƋƵŝƐĞĚĂƐ ‘^ĂƌĂŚ ? ?,ĞŝŶǀĞŶƚƐŚĞƌ ?,Ğ
                                                                                                                                                        
 
40 Amphilochius, Abraham (ed L. van Rampay) in C. Datema (ed.), Amphilochi Iconiensis Opera (Corpus 
Christianorum; Series Graeca 3; Turnhout: Leuven Univerity Press, 1978), pp. 274-303. All following citations 
are from this edition. 
41  ‘&ĞŵŝŶŝŶĞ ?ĚŝǀŝŶĞ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞĞǆƉƵůƐŝŽŶŽĨ/ƐŚŵĂĞůĂŶĚ,ĂŐĂƌŝƐŝŶŝƚŝĂƚĞĚďǇ^ĂƌĂŚ ?'ŽĚĂŶĚƚŚĞŶůĂƚĞƌ
Abraham (ďƵƚƉĞƌŚĂƉƐŶĞǀĞƌƚŚĞŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌ )ĨĂůůŝŶ ?ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶƚůǇ ?ǁŝƚŚƚŚĞǁŽŵĂŶ ?Ɛǁŝůů ? 
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projects her. She is his phantom. He imagines her protest. Where is agency? Who speaks? Where is 
the responsibility for this countervoice, and where is the responsibility for ignoring it, repressing it? 
Isaac puts on the skin of the ram; Sarah becomes Isaac; and Abraham becomes 
Sarah ? most queerly in ZŽŵĂŶŽƐDĞůŽĚŽƐ ?Ɛ<ŽŶƚĂŬŝŽŶ for the fourth Sunday in Lent. 
Amplifying the piercing and pointed command in Genesis 22, where God specifically tells 
Abraham to take his ya܄id, his agapĤtos ?ĂŶĚďƵƌŶŚŝŵĂƐĂǁŚŽůĞŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ?ZŽŵĂŶŽƐ ?Ɛ'ŽĚ
ƐĂǇƐ ‘>ŝƐƚĞŶ PdĂŬĞƚŚĞĐŚŝůĚŽĨǇŽƵƌďŽĚǇ ?ƚŚĞǀĞƌǇĐŚŝůĚƚŚĂƚǇŽƵƌĞĐĞŝǀĞĚĂƐconsolation in 
ǇŽƵƌŽůĚĂŐĞ ?ĂŶĚĨŽƌŵǇŚŽŶŽƵƌĐƵƚŚŝƐƚŚƌŽĂƚ ? ?ŶĚƚŚĞŶĐŽŵĞƐďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĞǀĞƌĂůƐƚĂŶǌĂ
long response: a response introduced by the caveat and disclaimer as if in capital letters: 
PLEASE NOTE THAT ABRAHAM DID NOT EVER SAY ANY OF THE WORDS THAT FOLLOW. 
&ƌĂŵŝŶŐďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐǁŝƚŚ ‘tŚǇĚŝĚǇŽƵŶŽƚƐĂǇ ? ? ? ? ? ?ƚŚĞŶĂƌƌĂƚŽƌƉŽĞƚŐŝǀĞƐǀŽŝĐĞĨŽƌ
four passionate stanzas to a negative monologue, a work of apophasis, that articulates what 
could be said, but that can only be said under erasure or denial. Under these very curious 
 ‘speaking ? conditions, Abraham protests that God should have called him murderer, for he 
shall be known not as father but murderer/assassin (sphagose) for all eternity; that those 
who see him will take him for a madman, a lost spirit (GK ekstanta); that he who is known 
for his hospitality to strangers, cannot possibly be so brutally brutal to his own son; that he 
cannot possibly bind the one whose swaddling clothes he unbound, the one he nourished, 
or cut off his infant babbling ďǇŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐŚĂŶĚ ?EŽƚŽŶůǇĚŽĞƐƚŚŝƐďƌĂŚĂŵƐĞĞŵƚŽŚĂǀĞ
got hold of an advance copy of Fear and Trembling,42 but he appears to be turning into 
Sarah. There is something rather queer about these stanzas. The typical gender distribution 
of strength/reason and softness means that as Abraham starts to give voice (or not), to 
ĂŐŽŶǇ ?ŚŝƐǀŽŝĐĞ ?Žƌ ‘ǀŽŝĐĞ ? )assumes a higher pitch. Abraham turns symbolically female by 
the same (reverse) gender logic that leads some early female Christian martyrs to turn male. 
tŚĂƚŚĂƉƉĞŶƐŶĞǆƚŝƐĞǀĞŶŵŽƌĞƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ ?tĞĚŽŶ ?t know how it happens (it is a Mystery, 
after all), but Sarah somehow overhears ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐ Pthe words that were never 
spoken, but that are must have been out there somewhere on some frequency, where 
Sarah could somehow catch them. (Sarah is particularly good at tuning into words. She 
overhears the angelic visitors at Mamre who announce the birth of her child, Isaac, to 
                                                 
42 Kierkegaard, famously, probes the tension between ethics and faith, murder and sacrifice, and the horror of 
this act once it appears within the sphere of the social, or is seen by the neighbours. In problema 3 of Johannes 
ĚĞ^ŝůĞŶƚŝŽĂƐŬƐ P ‘tĂƐŝƚĞƚŚŝĐĂůůǇĚĞĨĞŶƐŝďůĞĨŽƌďƌĂŚŵƚŽĐŽŶĐĞĂůŚŝƐƵŶĚĞƌƚĂŬŝŶŐĨƌŽŵ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ĨƌŽŵůĞĂǌĂƌ
ĂŶĚĨƌŽŵ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ? ?ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇƌĂŝƐŝŶŐƚŚĞƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞƐ ĐƌĞƚƚŚĂƚŝƐƐŽŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚƚŽƚŚĞse pre-modern texts.  
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Abraham, when she listens in from outside the tent [Gen. 18.10]). Sarah overhears words 
not meant for her (a cautionary tale for those who speak in secret, even if they speak 
apophatically or delete the words as soon as they are spoken). She is the witness to the 
strange resilience of words: words that exist and persist, even if they are negated, like 
/ƐĂĂĐ ?Ɛ ‘ŬŝĐŬ ? ?:ƵƐƚĂƐ/ƐĂĂĐ ?Ɛ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ?ŝƐĂble to generate a nation and a Bible, even though it 
ŶĞǀĞƌŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĂwhole world of words, even though they were 
never spoken. In the magical logic of sacrifice and the subjunctive, ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?Ɛ ‘ǁŽƌĚƐ ?
generate intimate, beautiful, defiant and deeply moving counter-ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶƐŽĨƚŚĞƐŽŶ ?ƐůŝĨĞ: 
 
Get away from me, immediately! / ?ŵ taking him in my arms, this child who caused so much 
pain in my belly... 
 
Leave the child with me, old man, he is mine; when he who has called you wills it, he will let 
me know. He announced to me ďǇŚŝƐĂŶŐĞůŵǇƐŽŶ ?ƐĐŽŵŝŶŐŝŶƚŽƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ PŚĞǁŝůůƐƵƌĞůǇ
let me ŬŶŽǁŝĨŚĞǁĂŶƚƐŚŝƐďůŽŽĚ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚĞŶƚƌƵƐƚ ?ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚŚĞĐŚŝůĚƚŽǇŽƵ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŐŝǀĞŚŝŵ
to you... 
 
You, my light; you, my dawn, the light of my eyes; you, the heavenly star that lights up my 
pride when I see you; oh my child, you appeared, as the belated fruit from inside the depths 
of me, a grape from a mature vine. No, your father will not extinguish you, he will not catch 
you...  
 
dŚŝƐ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƐĞĞŵŝŶŐůǇƐƵďǀĞƌƐŝǀĞǁŽƌĚƐĂƌĞtrue, or will become so ? but only later, when 
ƚŚĞǇĂƌĞĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚďǇƚŚĞƐĞĐŽŶĚǀŽŝĐĞĂŶĚƚŚĞĂŶŐĞů ?ƐŚĂŶĚ ?dŚĞǇĂƌĞŶŽƚĞǆĂĐƚůǇŶŽƚƚƌƵĞ ?
but they are not tƌƵĞŝŶƐŽĨĂƌĂƐƚŚĞǇĂƌĞƉƌŽůĞƉƚŝĐ ?ŽƵƚŽĨƚŝŵĞǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƚĞǆƚ ?ƐƚĞŶƐĞĂŶĚ
ƚŝŵĞ ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐǀŽŝĐĞŝƐƐůŝŐŚƚůǇŽĨĨ-beat, playing to a different time signature in a syncopated 
and slightly dissonant relationship to the official score. Her protection of Isaac, her single 
heavenly star  ?ŽƌĂƐƚŚĞĨŝƌƐƚ^ǇƌŝĂĐŵĞŵƌĂƉƵƚƐŝƚ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ůŝŐŚƚŽĨ ?ŚĞƌ ?ǀĞƌǇƐĞůĨ ? ) seems to 
ƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞ ‘ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ?ĂĐƚƐŽĨďůŽŽĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞjustified by the dream of 
creating a starburst of outcomes, nations, securities, salvations, in the future tense. Echoing 
across the centuries, this sixth century Syrian-Turkish-Christian-Jewish Sarah  who passed 
through and passed between an earlier Homs, Beirut, and Istanbul/Constantinople, seems 
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to anticipate those contemporary war and sacrifice protestors who re-stage this story as a 







Fig 4: Sarah bringing Isaac back down from the mountain 
Hadassah ?tŽŵĞŶ ?ƐŝŽŶŝƐƚKƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨŵĞƌŝĐĂ ?front cover 
 
ZŽŵĂŶŽƐ ?ƐLenten poem is perhaps the most perfect illustration of the security of the frame. 
Each stanza full of protest, spoken or spoken, concludes with a coda of affirmation of faith and the 
ŵǇƐƚĞƌǇ PĞŝƚŚĞƌ ‘&Žƌthe saviour of our souls alone is good ?Žƌ ‘ƉƌĂŝƐĞƚŽǇŽƵ ?ŽŵĞƌĐŝĨƵůŽŶĞ ?ǇŽƵǁŚŽ
ŐŝǀĞĂůůŐŽŽĚƚŚŝŶŐƐĂŶĚƐĂǀĞŽƵƌƐŽƵůƐ ? ?dŚĞĐŽĚĂŽĨƐalvation allows for a dissonant and affirmative 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉǁŝƚŚƚŚĞĐŽŶƚĞŶƚŽĨĞĂĐŚƐƚĂŶǌĂ ?dŚĞƌĞŝƐŵŽƌĞƚŚĂŶĂŚŝŶƚŽĨĂǁƌǇ P ‘dŚĞƐŽǀĞƌĞŝgn must 
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ŚĂǀĞŚŝƐǁĂǇ ? ?on the human plane ? as in the Northampton play. But the coda of salvation means 
that everything is held in the strong arms of the mystery, which is why so much can be said. This 
poem is a game of two halves. In the second half, the first is retracted. Sarah, Abraham and all their 
words fall in around a new kind of orientation to the future. The passion will overcome any 
countervoice, however passionate. Reorganised around this call back from the New future, Sarah, 
and all the recalcitrant words, fall into line. Emotions are now ventriloquised in the words of the New 
Testament. Mutating into Mary, Sarah ƉůĂĐŝĚůǇĚĞĐůĂƌĞƐŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ‘ďůĞƐƐĞĚ ?ĂŶĚƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐƚŚĞĨƌƵŝƚŽĨher 
womb to God (cf. Luke 1.48). The future is no longer haunted by multiple possibilities, or dangerous 
subjunctives. It is neat, clean, grounded in the certainty, which Sarah now affirms ?ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ ‘ĐƌĞĂƚŽƌ
ǁŝůůŶŽƚďĞĐŽŵĞƚŚĞĚĞƐƚƌŽǇĞƌ ? ?43 When Isaac returns, this Sarah greets him with the words of Simeon 
and the nunc dimittis (Luke 2.29-32), and his safe return is no surprise. In a very docile interpretation 
of the relationship between Genesis 22 and 23, Sarah proclaims that now she has seen the child 
return safely, she can die in peace. (This is a far quieter and more quietist reading of the relationship 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ'ĞŶĞƐŝƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĚĞĂƚŚƚŚĂŶZĂƐŚŝĂŶĚƚŚĞŵŝĚƌĂƐŚŝŵ ? )ƵƚƐƵďũƵŶĐƚŝǀĞǁŽƌĚƐĐĂŶŶŽƚ
be exorcised, once they have been spoken/written. The first half of the poem, the twelve stanzas of 
pain and protest, still remain. Someone might repeat them, in a liturgical repetition. (In fact, we are 
meant to repeat these words, every time we recite these Easter homilies and liturgies.) Someone ? as 
good at overhearing as Sarah ? might still hear. Exactly like the biblical figures of Hagar and Ishmael, 
these old, first words are overcome or ostracised, at least by implication. They are replaced by better 
words; a second attempt at more polished, appropriate and perfect speech. But the first words are 
also spoken and retained and recorded, so that we always go on hearing the words, the family, and 
the disaster, that would have, could have been. 
 
The Secret (Double Sense) 
Many of these early Christian texts painfully exploit the at least double sense of the secret. 
The low (and dubious) sense of keeping secrets is held in ironic tension with the higher secret: raz; 
rĈǌĈ; ʅʐʍʏɼʌɿʉʆ ?ŵǇƐƚĤƌŝƵŵ ? words that are used and exploited very explicitly. The full-blooded 
affirmation of the sacrifice as a mystery allows for a sometimes shocking interrogation of the dubious 
ethics of keeping secrets, in the lower, more pedestrian sense. Held within the secure frame of the 
ŚŝŐŚĞƌƐĞĐƌĞƚ ?^ĂƌĂŚĂŶĚ/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐŶŽƚ-ŬŶŽǁŝŶŐĂŶĚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?Ɛ ?ŶŽƚƚŽƉƵƚƚŽŽĨŝŶĞĂƉŽŝŶƚ on it) lying 
                                                 
43 dŚŝƐŝƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚŬŝŶĚŽĨ ‘'ŽĚǁŽƵůĚŶŽƚ ?ƚŽƚŚĞ ‘'ŽĚǁŽƵůĚŶŽƚ ?ŽĨƚŚĞĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚŝǀĞŵŽĚĞƌŶƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ
makes the text into a ban on child sacrifice. But it 
 28 
can be explored to a terrifying extent. In the Northampton play, Abraham is clear that he must spirit 
the child away  ‘ƉƌĞǀĞůǇ ? ? ‘secretly ?), lest Sarah oppose them. In the first Syriac memra (Memra 1)  ‘KŶ
ďƌĂŚĂŵĂŶĚŚŝƐdǇƉĞƐ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵƐĞƚƐŽĨĨǁŝƚŚƐƉĞĞĚ ?ĂŶĚ ?ďƵƚSarah (still) sees them, ĂŶĚŝƐ ‘ƐĞŝǌĞĚ
ǁŝƚŚƚĞƌƌŽƌ ? P 
 
Sarah saw (them) and terror seized her, and she spoke as follows: 
 ‘tŚĞƌĞĂƌĞǇŽƵƚĂŬŝŶŐmy only begotten? Where is the child of my vows off to? 
Reveal to me the secret of your intention, and show me the journey on which you aƌĞďŽƚŚŐŽŝŶŐ ? 
 
In Memra 2, clearly a close kin of the first homily, Sarah asks: 
 
 ‘tŚǇĂƌĞǇŽƵƐŚĂƌƉĞŶŝŶŐǇŽƵƌŬŶŝĨĞ ?tŚŽĚŽǇŽƵŝŶƚĞŶĚƚŽƐůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌǁŝƚŚŝƚ ? 
This secret today ?ǁŚǇŚĂǀĞǇŽƵŚŝĚĚĞŶŝƚĨƌŽŵŵĞ ? ? 
 
ĂŶĚďƌĂŚĂŵƌĞƉůŝĞƐƐŝŵƉůǇ ? ‘dŚŝƐƐĞĐƌĞƚƚŽĚĂǇ ǁŽŵĞŶĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĂǁĂƌĞŽĨ ? ?DŽƵŶƚDŽƌŝĂŚ
ŝƐŶŽƉůĂĐĞĨŽƌŐŝƌůƐ ?dŚĞƐĞĐƌĞƚŝƐĂŚĂƌĚ ?ƐƚĞĞůǇ ?ŵĂƐĐƵůŝŶĞƉůĂĐĞ ?/ ?ŵƌĞŵŝŶĚĞĚŽĨ^øren 
<ŝĞƌŬĞŐĂĂƌĚ ?ƐƵƐĞŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂƐĂƚǇƉĞĨŽƌĂŚĂƌĚŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶŝƚǇƚŚĂƚŝƐĞŵƉŚĂƚŝĐĂůůǇ
ŶŽƚĨŽƌ ‘ĞĨĨĞŵŝŶĂƚĞĐƌĞĂƚƵƌĞƐĂŶĚĞƵŶƵĐŚƐ ?44 or for couch potato, emasculated clergy who 
peruse the story of Abraham from their armchairs while puffing at their pipes and stretching 
out their legs.45 (For Kierkegaard, Mount Moriah becomes a kind of Everest ? one that tries 
the cerebral ĂŶĚƐƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůŵƵƐĐůĞƐƚŽƚŚĞůŝŵŝƚ ?ĂŶĚƐĞƚƐŝŶŵŽƚŝŽŶŵĂƐƐŝǀĞ ‘ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ
ƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ? ?ĂŵĞƌĞƚĞŶƚŚŽĨǁŚŝĐŚǁŽƵůĚďĞ ‘ƐƵĨĨŝĐŝĞŶƚƚŽĚŝƐƚƵƌďĂĨĞŵŝŶŝŶĞŚĞĂĚ ? ?46)  But 
as in Fear and Trembling, gender disequilibrium is not sufficient to dispose of with the 
ĞƚŚŝĐĂůĚŝůĞŵŵĂƐŽĨƚŚĞƐĞĐƌĞƚ ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?Ɛ protests are her exclusion are justified ? and 
explored at discomforting length. Why is Abraham splitting their oneness, demands the 
Sarah of the first memra. Before this, in everything ?  ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂůŝƚǇƚŽ ‘ƐƵƉĞƌŶĂůďĞŝŶŐƐ ?or the 
hardship of exile--ƚŚĞǇŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶ ‘ĂƐŽŶĞƉĞƌƐŽŶǁŝƚŚĂƐŝŶŐůĞůŽǀĞ ? ?47 Problematically 
                                                 
44 Kierkegaard, Repetition: An Essay in Experimental Psychology (trans. Walter Lowrie; New York: Harper, 1964) 
p. 102.  
45 Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p. 58. 
46 Søren Kierkegaard, ^ƚĂŐĞƐŽŶ>ŝĨĞ ?ƐtĂǇ(ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong; Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 270. 
47 DĞŵƌĂ ? ?ƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ? 
^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĞůĂďŽƌĂƚĞƐĨƵƌƚŚĞƌŽŶƚŚĞŝƌŽŶĞŶĞƐƐ ?ƚŚƵƐ P 
 29 
expanding his biblical lies and half-truths, Abraham tells Sarah that he is simply going to 
slaughter a sheep ? as he so often does. Her rejoinder is shocking: 
 
 If it is a sheep you are wanting to see to, then be off and see to the sheep and return;  
leave the child behind lest something happen, and untimely death meet him,  
for I am being unjustly deprived of the single son to whom I have given birth 
Let not the eye of his mother be darkened, seeing that after one hundred years light has shone out 
for me. 
You are so drunk with the love of God ? who is your God and my God ?  
and if He so bids you concerning the child, you would kill him without hesitation.48 
 
This Sarah does not believe her Abraham. She seems to fear the intense fervour for which later 
 ?ŵŽĚĞƌŶ )ƚŝŵĞƐǁŽƵůĚŝŶǀĞŶƚƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘ĨĂŶĂƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?ƚƚŚĞŵŽŵĞŶƚǁŚĞŶƚŚĞĂŶŐĞůŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶĞƐ ?ƚŚĞ
poem makes the point that Abraham had to be restrained by the angel becaƵƐĞŚŝƐ ‘ŚĞĂƌƚǁĂƐŽŶ
ĨŝƌĞ ?ďƵƌŶŝŶŐƚŽƐůĂƵŐŚƚĞƌŚŝƐƐŽŶ ? ?ĂŶĚǁŝůůƉƌĂŝƐĞƚŚ ĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚ ‘ƚŚĞŽůĚŵĂŶŝƐĨĞƌǀĞŶƚ ?rta܄) for the 
slaughter ? and his love for God is greatly enflamed (etgawzal) ?.49 At least one other Syriac source (a 
Sogitha by Jacob of Serugh) ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞƐďƌĂŚĂŵĂƐďĞŝŶŐ ‘ĚƌƵŶŬŽŶƚŚĞǁŝŶĞƚŚĂƚĨůŽǁĞĚĂďƵŶĚĂŶƚůǇ
ƚŽŚŝŵĨƌŽŵ'ŽůŐŽƚŚĂ ? ?50 ƵƚŝŶƚŚŝƐ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĂůů-too-ŚƵŵĂŶǁŽƌĚƐ ?ƚŚĞƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚ ?ƐĚƌŝŶŬŝŶŐseems to 
slip out of the typological-redemptive into the metaphorical-pejorative. Abraham is as if drunk. He 
has lost his senses ? leading to irresponsibilization, or perhaps in deliberately provocative 
ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ‘ƌĂĚŝĐĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?He would do anything for God. And there are many tones to 
ƚŚĞĂĨĨŝƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵǁŽƵůĚĚŽĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐĨŽƌ'ŽĚ ? ? 
And it seems that he would even lie for God. In the very stripped down skeletal text of 
Genesis 22, where hardly anything is said, Abraham is twice called on to say too much. He is very 
deliberately forced to say things to Isaac, and to his young men that are not true, but that are not not 
true. I and the lad wŝůů “ŐŽǇŽŶĚĞƌ ? ?'ŽĚǁŝůůƐƵƉƉůǇƚŚĞ “ƌĂŵ ? ?>ŝŬĞĚƌĂŵĂƚŝĐŝƌŽŶǇ ? ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚǁŽ
awkward speeches highlight different levels of knowing and unknowing and imply inverted commas 
                                                                                                                                                        
You went off and fetched a calf, while I kneaded unleavened bread: 
we were as one person with a single love  when we received (those) supernal beings, 
when they rested and gave us rest ? and the child came as the result of their blessings. 
48 DĞŵƌĂ ? ?dŚĞƐĞĐŽŶĚŵĞŵƌĂƌĞƉĞĂƚƐƚŚĞůŝŶĞƐ P ‘zŽƵĂƌĞƐŽĚƌƵŶŬǁŝƚŚƚŚĞůŽǀĞŽĨ'ŽĚ ? who is your God and my God ?
and if He so bids you concerning the child, you would kill him ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚŚĞƐŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?but suggests that Sarah is now giving 
them a more positive inflection. This second Sarah intuits the sacrifice to come, and wants to participate. 
49 ^ĞĞƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ?ŶŽƚĞƚŽDĞŵƌĂ ? ?ůŝŶĞ ?, p. 112. 
50 ^ĞĞƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ/ƐĂĂĐ ? ?ŶŽƚĞƚŽDĞŵƌĂ ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? 
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of euphemism, or belief (or both ?ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚƐĂǇ ) ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƉĂƌƚŝŶŐǁŽƌĚƐƚŽ^ĂƌĂŚŝŶƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ^ǇƌŝĂĐ
memre are far more disturbing, even as they are held in the assurance of the secret in the higher 
sense: 
 
It is a lamb that I wish to slaughter, and give delight to my beloved son; 
then I and your beloved shall enjoy another Lamb. 
And I shall take with me two young men so that you will not worry over Isaac, 
(thinking) that I am handing him over to slaughter and inviting him to be a whole-offering. 
 
Typology and untruth, split, together. (The disjunction is like the strange conflation of typology and 
blasphemy/swearing in the Northampton ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?Ɛpious-ĞǆƉůĞƚŝǀĞ ?ŽŶƚŽƉŽĨƚŚĞŵŽƵŶƚĂŝŶ P ‘^ŚĞ ?
DĂƌǇ ?ƐŽŶ ?ƌŝƐƚĨŽƌďĂĚĞ ? ? ) ?dŚĞƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĞŶĂƌĞďĞŝŶŐƚĂŬĞŶĂƐ/ƐĂĂĐ ?ƐďŽĚǇŐƵĂƌĚƐ ?
Žƌ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŝŶƐurance, pushes this Abraham out far further on the limb of untruth than the Abraham 
of Genesis 22. Abraham becomes more like Jacob, or one of the other tricksters in Genesis. Like the 
old Isaac who will later be deceived by his son Jacob, Sarah is being made blind. She is duped. The 
memre very explicitly exploits the double sense of the secret. It frequently uses the key word ƌĈǌĈ 
 ?ŵǇƐƚĞƌǇ ) ?ƵƐĞĚŝŶ^ǇƌŝĂĐĨŽƌĂŶǇƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐƐǇŵďŽů ?ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇKůĚdĞƐƚĂŵĞŶƚ ‘ƚǇƉĞƐ ? ) ?ĨŽƌƐĂĐƌĂŵĞŶƚĂů
rites and, in the plural, for the Eucharist.51 But, the poem also makes a point of the fact that Sarah ?
and Isaac ? are being kept out of the secret in the lower case, more pedestrian sense. Developing a 
point that the Hebrew text hints at when it describes father and son as going yachdav ? ‘ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ?ƚŚĞ
poet develops the difference and dissonance in this togetherness: 
 
They went and came to the mountain where God rested 
and Abraham began to build the pyre that he had in mind, 
while Isaac was bringing along wood on his shoulders to Abraham; 
he was offering up a burnt offering without being aware of his actions. 
The child rejoices in his work, the old man rejoices in his task. 
Abraham built up the pyre while Isaac brought along the wood. 
The old man (was fervent) for the killing of Isaac, Isaac to the lamb that would come; 
old man and child, both readily became workers for God, 
                                                 
51 Robert Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (London: Bloomsbury, 
2006) p. 21. 
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though no agreement over what they were doing existed in the heart of each singly, 
and though their labours were not equal and their intentions were not in agreement ?  
for the two of them, without being aware, were entirely different (in their expectations)... 
  
The split in the secret is equally disturbing when Sarahs believe what their Abrahams so frequently 
tell them: that they are taking Isaac to sacrifice a sheep. The hasty exit by father and son is typically 
surrounded by ironic exhortations from Sarah. Reflecting her chilly north European, rather than 
ŵŝĚĚůĞĂƐƚĞƌŶĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ?ƚŚĞEŽƌƚŚĂŵƉƚŽŶ^ĂƌĂŚĞǆŚŽƌƚƐďƌĂŚĂŵƚŽŵĂŬĞƐƵƌĞƚŚĂƚ/ƐĂĂĐĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚĨĂůů
in the mud or catch a chill in the wind: 
 
Than, sithe ye wol haue forthe my childe,  
Goode, loke that his horse be not too wilde, 
And sirs, wayte on hym, that he be not defilde 
With neither cley nor fen. 
 
^ŝŶĐĞ ‘ĚĞĨŝůĚĞ ?ŵĞĂŶƐ ‘ǀŝŽůĂƚĞĚ ?Žƌ ‘ĚĞƐƚƌŽǇĞĚ ? ?ŚĞƌanxiety unknowingly anticipates a fate far worse 
than falling in a little mud. Writing from the more balmy climate of Iconium or modern-day Konya in 
Turkey, AmphilochiƵƐŝŵĂŐŝŶĞƐ^ĂƌĂŚĞǆŚŽƌƚŝŶŐďƌĂŚĂŵƚŽůŽŽŬĂĨƚĞƌƚŚĞ ‘ǇŽƵŶŐĐŚŝůĚ ?ǁŝƚŚŚŝƐ
 ‘ĚĞůŝĐĂƚĞůŝŵďƐ ? ?a statement that ironically says much more than is intended, just as Abraham (quite 
deliberately) says much less. Believing her husband when he tells her that they are going to sacrifice 
a sheep as an act of worship, this Sarah gives deeply ironic detailed instructions to her son on how to 
pray: 
 
Listen to me! Remember her who has borne you for God will hear you. May the Lord be for you a 
helper and a force, when you will go with your father, my son and the light of my eyes! Incline your 
ear a little to me and listen to my words, so that I may teach you the way to pray to God ? Q&ŝƌƐƚŽĨĂůů ?
bend your knees before him, and throw yourself down with your face to the ground. Place your 
hands behind your back, like someone bound, until the Good God looks down at you from heaven. 
Then utter a cry, like that of a sheep led to the slaughter, so that the Compassionate One above may 
ŚĞĂƌǇŽƵĂŶĚƐĞŶĚŚŝƐŵĞƌĐǇďĂĐŬǁŝƚŚǇŽƵ ?ƐĂǇŝŶŐƚŽǇŽƵƌĨĂƚŚĞƌ ? ‘KƉĂƚƌŝĂƌĐŚ ?/ŚĂǀĞƚŚƵƐŬĞƉƚ
silence over the bloodless offering ŽĨǇŽƵƌƐŽŶ ? ? And now, greet your mother and give her a kiss on 
the mouth. Go with your father and return also with him in peace. For I trust that God will guide you 
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and bring the two of you back again to me. He who gave you to me as a gift in hope, and has now 
called you in hope, will bring you safe back to me.52 
 
Sarah is kept out of the secret. But, exactly like Old Testament words and stories in general--in fact as 
a kind of type of Old Testament words and stories in general-- her words say so much more than they 
ŬŶŽǁŽƌŝŶƚĞŶĚ ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƵŶŬŶŽǁŝŶŐǁŽƌĚƐƉƌĞ-figure the sacrifice that she knows not. ^ĂƌĂŚ ?Ɛ
instructions become ironically proleptic and prophetic as we (the audience, but emphatically not 
^ĂƌĂŚ ) ?ŐĞƚƚŽƐĞĞƚŚĞ ‘ŽůĚŵĂŶ ?ďŝŶĚŝŶŐ/ƐĂĂĐŚĂŶĚĂŶĚĨŽŽƚ ?ďĞŶĚŝŶŐŚŝƐƚƌƵŶŬďĂĐŬǁĂƌĚƐ ?ƉƵƐŚŝŶŐ
his hands behind him, and grasping the hair of his head ?ŝŶĂůŝƚĞƌĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝĐĂů
ƉĂƌĂůůĞůǁŽƌůĚ ?ŚĞƌ ‘ĂƐŝĨ ? ?dŚĞŽƐĐŝůůĂƚŝŽŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĂƐŝĨĂŶĚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǀĞƌǇůŝƚĞƌĂůƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ
seems to deliberately evoke the tension between sacrifice and prayer that we find in the Hebrew 
Bible and the development of Jewish and Christian practise, where literal sacrifice co-exists with the 
transformation of sacrifice into ethics, liturgy, and prayer as bloodless sacrifice, ƚŚĞ ‘ĐŽǁƐŽĨƚŚĞůŝƉƐ ? 
(Hos. 14.2). Kept of the secret, Sarah understands sacrifice as prayer. In ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐůŝƚĞƌĂůĂĐt her idea 
of prayer is reverse-engineered. Ƶƚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŵŝƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞƐǁŚĂƚƌĞĂůůǇŚĂƉƉĞŶƐŝŶ
'ĞŶĞƐŝƐ ? ? ?ǁŚĞŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝƐƚƌĂŶƐŵƵƚĞĚŝŶƚŽ ‘ĚŽŝŶŐƚŚŝƐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŶŽƚǁŝƚŚŽůĚŝŶŐ ? ?ĂŶĚďůŽŽĚ sacrifice is 
transmuted into a script for/of a sacrifice ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐĂĐƚ ?ĂŶĚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƵŶǁŝƚƚŝŶŐŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ
the act, are both true statements about the truth of sacrifice in this double-handed text.  
The double sense of the secret allows for a richly productive paradox. Because this must 
happen, words of critique and protest (from Sarah, and Abraham, and Sarah-in-the-mind-of-
Abraham) cannot be spoken. In fact Gregory of Nyssa and Pseudo-Chrysostom specifically make the 
point that, had Sarah spoken, the mystery might not have been fulfilled. But at the same time this 
ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚĂƐĐƌŝďĞƐĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇƉŽǁĞƌƚŽ^ĂƌĂŚ ?Ɛ ‘ƐƉĞĞĐŚ ? ?/ĨƚŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇĂďŽƌƚĞĚ
the sacrifice, and prevented the fulfilment of the mystery, then what kind of words could these (must 
these) have been? ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƉƵƚĂƚŝǀĞǁŽƌĚƐĂƌĞƉƵƚŝŶƚŚĞĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽĨŚĂǀŝŶŐ ?ďǇƚŚĞŝƌ
very force, to extinguish the possibility of their ever really being. ĞĐĂƵƐĞ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƉƌŽƚĞƐƚŵƵƐƚďĞ
ĨŽƌĞǀĞƌ ‘ŵŽŽƚ ? ?ŝƚĐĂŶtherefore be anything but mute (m.u.t.e). Because they never are, these 
hypothetical words can be maximally persuasive. And redemptive. 
 
                                                 
52 Amphilochius, Abraham (ed L. van Rampay) in C. Datema (ed.), Amphilochi Iconiensis Opera (Corpus 
Christianorum; Series Graeca 3; Turnhout: Leuven Univerity Press, 1978), pp. 274-303. 
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When Sarah becomes Mary, the typological framework saves the sacrifice, but sometimes in 
risky and unexpected ways. Mary is the co-redemptrix. She is understood to have consented 
voluntarily to the crucifixion, and to have fully identified with the son in his sufferings. And/but she is 
conceived as the most devoted and tender of all mothers, who could not but be out of step and time 
ŚĞƌƐŽŶ ?Ɛ journey to Jerusalem. This leads to beautifully complex syncopated liturgies, and 
theologies, and deep dramas of pathos, where the mother resists, even as she mirrors, her ƐŽŶ ?Ɛ
sacrifice unto death.53 There are all kinds of cadences and tones to the figure of Mary. /ŶZŽŵĂŶŽƐ ?Ɛ
Kontakion, Sarah becomes Mary the submissive mother who presents the fruit of her womb in a 
parallel sacrifice ?/ŶŵƉŚŝůŽĐŝƵƐ ?ƐŚŽŵŝůǇ ?^ĂƌĂŚďĞĐŽŵĞƐƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌĐĞƐƐŽƌĨŽƌ/ƐĂĂĐĂŶĚŚƵŵĂŶŝƚǇ ?ƚ
the moment of reprieve, God declares that he is ƐƉĂƌŝŶŐ/ƐĂĂĐŝŶŚŽŶŽƵƌŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐŽďĞĚŝĞŶĐĞand 
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ^ĂƌĂŚ ‘ŚĂƐŶŽƚĐĞĂƐĞĚƚŽďĞƐĞĞĐŚŵĞĂďŽƵƚŚŝŵ ?ǁŝƚŚŝŶƚĞƌĐĞƐƐŽƌǇƉƌĂǇĞƌ ?Similarly, in one 
the first Syriac memra, ^ĂƌĂŚďĞĐŽŵĞƐƚŚĞ ‘DŽƚŚĞƌŽĨůůDĞƌĐŝĞƐ ? ?dŚĞƚǁŽŚĂŶĚƐďĞĐŽŵĞŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ P
on the one hand compassion, ƌĂ܄ŵĤ(Sarah-Mary); on the other justice, ŬĤŶƻƚĈ (Abraham): right 
hand and left hand. No hand dominates. Both attributes (or ŵŝĚĚƃƚ), both hands, are weighted as 
equally divine.54 More extremely, Sarah can become the mater dolorosa, the Sarah of the pieta, with 
redemptive power lying in her suffering and pain. In one of the two Syriac memra, Sarah is a 
Clytemestra figure, justly raging at her Agamemnon, and also very specifically, the mater dolorosa. 
She swoons and almost dies over what her God-drunk husband may have accomplished. And the 
ŚŽŵŝůǇĞŶĚƐ P ‘Because of the suffering of his mother, in your compassion, give us what we ask ? ?Here, 
the text of Genesis 22 is hinged up against the triptych panels of Genesis 21, the mother and-child, 
and Genesis 23, the death of the mother. The equation between Sarah and the Virgin allows those 
panels to be developed as a nativity and a pieta. The sacrifice is now surrounded, and in a sense 
subverted by, the nativity and the pieta. The second voice tells Abraham: 
Because you have offered up your son as a whole offering, I too will offer up Mine to the 
cross 
if you have not spared your child, neither will I spare Mine. 
You have performed as a human an action that is too hard for humans; 
I, then, as God (will perform) an action even harder than yours. 
Anyone who slays his own son is greater than both angels and men 
                                                 
53 &ŽƌDĂƌǇ ?ƐƉŽĞƚŝĐŶŽŶ-compliance in medieval literature, see Rosemary Woolf, Art and Doctrine, p. 71.  
54 As Brock notes, there is a clear relation to the Jewish concepts of the divinity balanced between the two 
ŵŝĚĚƃƚ PƚŚĞŵŝĚĚĂƚŚĂ-ƌĂ۹ĂŵŝŵĂŶĚƚŚĞŵŝĚĚĂƚŚĂ-ĚţŶ ?^ĞĞƌŽĐŬ ? ‘dǁŽ^ǇƌŝĂĐsĞƌƐĞ,ŽŵŝůŝĞƐ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? 
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Since you have loved me to the full, so My love for you is unbounded. 
dŚĞďŝŶĚŝŶŐŝƐĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚĂƐĂƐƵƉĞƌŚƵŵĂŶ ‘ǁŽŶĚĞƌ ?. It leads typologically and causally to the 
ƵŶůĞĂƐŚŝŶŐŽĨ'ŽĚ ?Ɛ ‘ƵŶďŽƵŶĚĞĚ ?ůŽǀĞ ?And/but the second voice that aborts the sacrifice is described 
as the voice of Justice, to whom the hosts have made supplication on behalf of Isaac (while 
Compassion flies to earth on the wings of prayer, making sure that Isaac comes to no harm). And/but 
Sarah almost dies when Isaac ƚĞůůƐŚĞƌǁŚĂƚŵŝŐŚƚŚĂǀĞŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ? ‘WĂŶŐƐŐƌŝƉŚĞƌ ? ?ƐŚĞ ‘ĚŽƵďůĞƐƵƉ
ŝŶĨƌŝŐŚƚ ?, and she ĐŽůůĂƉƐĞƐ ?ĂƚĚĞĂƚŚ ?ƐǀĞƌǇĚŽŽƌ. And/but Sarah declares to Isaac:  ‘dŚĞĨŝŶŐĞƌƐwhich 
fashioned you in my womb/ŚĂǀĞŶŽǁĚĞůŝǀĞƌĞĚǇŽƵĨƌŽŵƚŚĞŬŶŝĨĞ ? ?dŚĞ ‘ŶĚ ?ďƵƚƐ ?ŵŽƵŶƚ ?ŶĚ ?ďƵƚ
the final prayer concentrates salvation not on superhuman sacrifice, but thĞ ‘ŐƌŝĞǀŽƵƐƉĂŝŶ ?ŽĨƚŚĞ
mother.  ‘Because of the suffering of his mother, in your compassion, give us what we ask ? ?
The original text of Genesis 22 is delicately and precariously balanced between two words and 
ƚǁŽŚĂŶĚƐ P ‘KĨĨĞƌǇŽƵƌƐŽŶĂƐĂďƵƌŶƚŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ?ďƵƚ ‘ŽŶŽƚůĂǇǇŽƵƌŚĂŶĚƵƉŽŶƚŚĞůĂĚ ? ?dŚĞƚǁŽ
forces can be perfectly balanced in acts of interpretation, though this is exquisitely difficult to pull off 
perfectly in practice. The scales tend to tip in one direction or the other. In the sphere of poetry and 
liturgy ? not doctrine or argument ? the ambiguity and empathy can go either way. Sarah can be the 
force of natural compassion, outweighed and outranked by the robust performance of Abraham. This 
is arguably how the scales tip in Gregory and Pseudo-Chrystostom, and in Romanos and 
Amphilochius, alƚŚŽƵŐŚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƚŝĐĂůƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐĂƌĞŶĞǀĞƌĞƌĂĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ. The second Syriac 
memra arguably tips the other way. Abraham is right ? and/but he is also guilty, love-drunk ? and it is 
the force of life, faith, iŶƚĞƌĐĞƐƐŝŽŶ ?ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚďǇ ‘^ĂƌĂŚ ? ?ƚŚĂƚƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇƉƌĞǀĂŝůƐ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĂƚshould 
prevail. There is a temptation, and perhaps not a bad one, to come to rest, and to find peace, in 
^ĂƌĂŚ ?Ɛembodiment of anguish and mercy and the transmutation of sacrifice into prayer. 
 
Nachleben; Afterlives of Futures 
So what happened in the futures of these futures? To cut a very long story short, the 
world of possibility was contracted and simplified when Genesis 22 became a printed and 
ǁŝĚĞůǇĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚƚĞǆƚ PƚŚĞ ‘ǁŽƌĚŽĨ'ŽĚ ? ?ƚŽďĞĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚŝŶƉĂŵƉŚůĞƚƐ ?ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚŽƐ--and 
footnotes.  The question of probability, possibility, and truth is first and foremost a media 
question. There is a world of difference between one almost lost handwritten manuscript of a 
ĨŝĨƚĞĞŶƚŚĐĞŶƚƵƌǇůŽĐĂůĚƌĂŵĂ ?ŽƌĂůǀŝŶ ?ƐCommentaries ?Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐReligion Within the Limits 
of Reason Alone. Both the Reformation and the Enlightenment took all these subjunctive 
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possibilities and possible worlds, and (in different ways) pared them down to a single decision 
between worlds. 
The pre-modern texts all acknowledge ĂŶĚĞǆƉůŽŝƚƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?Ɛtest was 
very very difficult. It is the ultimate trial for athlete Abraham, who goes out to the extreme 
edge of possibility, the place where only the supreme heroes can go. The condensed 
subjunctive of the Reformation introduced a new modality of possibility. The text was no 
longer simply very very difficult. It was impossible. The difficult and the impossible only 
appear to be close.  
Ramping up the crisis of the future to fever pitch, Calvin and Luther gathered up all 
the subjunctive possibilities and pared them down to one sensational drama of what would 
have, could have happened, had there not been salvation by faith. The text became the 
equivalent of Hollywood disaster movie: The Command Against the Promise, narrated by 
Luther and Calvin as if in the sonorous voice-overs of Don Fontaine. The whole drama was 
focussed on the text qua text, as constructions of grammar that in this case do not and could 
never make earthly sense. Because 'ŽĚ ?Ɛcommand to sacrifice Isaac was absolutely opposed 
to his own promise of the future in Isaac, it was a ƉĂƌĂĚŽǆ ?ĂŶŽǆǇŵŽƌŽŶ ?ĂĐĂƚĂĐŚƌĞƐŝƐ ? ‘a 
ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĂƐƐĂƵůƚŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ?against itself.55 What was being thrown into the fire was not 
Isaac (Isaac was now entirely incidental), but the word of God represented metonymically by 
this highly self-conscious text. As Calvin put it in the strap line for The Command Against the 
Promise, or Abraham, the movie ?ďƌĂŚĂŵǁĂƐďĞŝŶŐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĞĚƚŽ ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚ
into the fire, the charter of his salvation ?ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ ‘ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ?ĨŽƌŚimself and the whole world 
 ‘ĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?56 What would have and could have happened is nothing less total 
apocalypse: the burning up of all worlds, all futures, all life, all afterlives, all resurrection: a 
loss of all salvation which depended entirely on the Word and the  ‘the quasi-sacramental 
notion of the efficacy of the text ? ?57  The only thing that saves the Reformation subject from 
this horror is not the angel (who is just as incidental as Isaac), but the faith of Abraham 
mirrored in the faith of the reader, who learns to read according to the  ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ
                                                 
55 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), pp. 561-562. 
56 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
57 : ?^ĂŵƵĞůWƌĞƵƐ ? ‘^ĞĐƵůĂƌŝǌŝŶŐŝǀŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ P^ƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇĂŶĚƚŚĞ/ŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞEŽǀĞů ? ?Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 59.3 (1991) pp. 441-466 (446); Catharine Randall Coats, Subverting the System: 
 ?ƵďŝŐŶĠĂŶĚĂůǀŝŶŝƐŵ (Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies, vol. XIV; Kirksville, Missouri: Sixteenth Century 
Journal Publishers, 1990), p. 20. 
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^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ?.58 Thus the total that would have happened is avoided through a reading lesson: 
learning to read in faith. 
In the Reformation drama of the impossible, Genesis 22 started on a new and 
inexorable path to a narrowed down future: a future about decisions, and acts of reading as 
acts of faith. It was only a matter of time before this text became the scriptural battleground 
for a showdown between orthodoxy and heterodoxy, or deism ? better understood as the 
supreme belief in morality, and the absolute equivalence between morality and the divine. 
&ŽƌƚŚĞ ‘ĚĞŝƐƚƐ ? ?ƚŚĞǀĞƌǇcommand to sacrifice the son turned the God of the text into, in 
<ĂŶƚ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐ ? ĂŶ ‘ŝůůƵƐŝŽŶ ? ?Tauschung): an impossibility.59 Genesis 22 became a test case for 
the deist krisis, and the sacrificial-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?Newly confining the 
course of the probable, the deist dŚŽŵĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? P ‘/ƚmay be probable 
enough, that either Abraham had such a belief or conceit, or that Moses mistook this case; 
ďƵƚƚŚĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ŝŶƚŚŝƐ ?ŽƌĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌĐĂƐĞ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚĚŝƐƐŽůǀĞƚŚĞůĂǁŽĨŶĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?Ɛ
ĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇƚŽĂůůƚŚĞƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐĂŶĚƉĂƐƐŝŽŶƐŽƌƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ?is 
absolutely incredible ? ?60 In footnotes written in the  ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ, Kant was emphatically clear that 
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ‘should have ƌĞƉůŝĞĚƚŽƚŚŝƐƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇĚŝǀŝŶĞǀŽŝĐĞ P “dŚĂƚ/ŽƵŐŚƚŶŽƚƚŽŬŝůůŵǇ
good son is quite certain. But that you, an apparition, are God ? of that I am not certain, and 
never could be, not even if this voice rings dŽǁŶƚŽŵĞĨƌŽŵ ?ǀŝƐŝďůĞ )ŚĞĂǀĞŶ ? ?. 61 The range of 
the future, the subjunctive, was now far narrower and also more sensational than it was able 
to be in Romanos, Amphilochius, or the Syriac memre. Many of the ancient texts imagine 
Abraham worrying about how the neighbours will see him. The Enlightenment readings, in 
ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ?ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƵƚŚŽƌƐǁŚŽƐŚĂƉĞ ‘ƚƌƵƚŚ ?ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞĚĂŶŐĞƌƐŽĨƚŚŝƐƚĞǆƚĨŽƌƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ?
and who are aware of the social persona of the author ? the public owner of the written 
                                                 
58  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. The 
grammar of the Holy Spirit does not obey the normative rules of grammar, which is why it can break through 
the grammar of life, which dictates that we are born and, at the end of the paragraph or sentence, die. 
59 /ĂŵŚĞƌĞĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐŽŶƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝce in Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties/Der 
Streit der Fakultäten (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979 [1798]), p. 115 and 
Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. with introduction by Theodore M. Greene and Hoyt H. 
Hudson; Chicago and London: Open Court Publishing, 1934 [1793]), p. 174. 
60 Thomas Morgan, The Moral Philosopher in a Dialogue between Philalethes, a Christian Deist, and 
Theophanes, a Christian Jew, Vol. 3 (London: 1740) pp. 133-134. 




texts--and his relation to truth and plausibility62 (a word that reveals the social scene of truth 
through its origins in Latin plausibilis P ‘ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ? ? ‘ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ? ? ) 
Organised around neologisms like credibility, or plausibility, the probable futures and 
ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞǁŽƌůĚƐĂƌŽƵŶĚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ?/ƚŝƐĂƚƉƌĞĐŝƐĞůǇƚŚŝƐƉŽŝŶƚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞ
early eighteenth century, that we find the first appearances of the ironic reading (when God 
said  ‘^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞǇŽƵƌƐŽŶ ?ŚĞreally meant the opposite63), or textual critical solutions designed 
ƚŽ ‘ƌĞŶĚĞƌƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ reasonable and credible ? ?64  Under the helpful ĂƵƐƉŝĐĞƐŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞ
ŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚŝďůĞ ? ?65 the biblical scholar could concentrate questions of plausibility into 
micro-studies of geography, philology and source criticism, and use standard discourses of 
the more or less probable to ignore the massive elephant in the classroom: the old question 
of the incredible, outrageous, divine command. The subjunctive fell out of fashion in a regime 
of truth ruled by the indicative: the statement of objective facts. Spurious and tendentious 
futures were lost ? and far from accidentally ? in a turn to historical criticism, centred on 
ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐ ?ĚĞǀŽƚĞĚĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŽn on the past.66  It is far from accidental that biblical 
scholarship became so far removed from poetry, literature, and drama. Henceforth the 
ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƵƐĞƵƐĞŵŽĚĞƐƚŶŽĚƐƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĂů ?Ğ ?Ő ? ‘ŝƚĐŽƵůĚĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇďĞĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚ ? )ƚŽŵŽĚŝĨǇĂ
fairly confident indicative, with his whole idiom moving as far as possible away from 
subjunctives and optatives, and all their connotations of wished for futures, opinions and 
desires. Strange lost futures could now only return in the retrieval of lost premodern texts  W
always in danger of simply ending up in that sideroom of biblical scholarship, the one 
reserved for all the whimsies and incidental sideshows of what is now regularly called 
 ‘ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ ? ?ůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞĂƵĚĂĐŝŽƵƐƐĐĞŶĂƌŝŽƐŽĨǁŚĂƚĐŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞ ?ŵŝŐŚƚŚĂǀĞ
happened ?ŽƌƐƉĞĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐĂďŽƵƚ ‘tŚĂƚŵƵƐƚ'ŽĚŚĂǀĞƐĂŝĚƚŽďƌĂŚĂŵ ? ? ?tŚĂƚĐŽƵůĚĂŶĚ
                                                 
62  ‘WůĂƵƐŝďůĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŽĨ ‘ŚĂǀŝŶŐƚŚĞĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞŽĨƚƌƵƚŚ ?ĨŝƌƐƚĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚŝŶŶŐůŝƐŚŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?ĚĞƌŝǀĞĚ
ĨƌŽŵ>ĂƚŝŶƉůĂƵƐŝďŝůŝƐ ‘ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ?ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ? ? ‘/ŵƉůĂƵƐŝďůĞ ?ĨŝƌƐƚĂƉƉĞĂƌƐŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?dŚĞƚĞƌŵƐ
 ‘ĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ?ǁĞƌĞĨŝƌƐƚƵƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞůĂƚĞĨŽƵƌƚĞĞŶƚŚĂŶĚĞĂƌůǇĨŝĨƚĞĞŶƚŚĐĞŶƚƵƌŝĞƐ ? 
63  ‘God gave the command, not with an intent that it should be obeyed, but that he might take an occasion 
ĨƌŽŵŝƚ ?ƚŽƐŚĞǁƚŽďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ĂŶĚƚŽĂůůŚŝƐƉŽƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ?ƚŚĞƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐŽĨĂůůŚƵŵĂŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƐ ? ?Thomas Chubb 
 ‘dƌĞĂƚŝƐĞys/// P^ƵƉƉůĞŵĞŶƚƚŽƚŚĞWƌĞǀŽŝƵƐYƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ? ?ŝŶA Collection of Tracts on Various Subjects [1730], pp. 
221-39). 
64 Thomas Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 2 (London, 1740), p. 128. 
65 See Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2004). 
66 If previous reflections on this question I have argued that we could and should risk the hypothesis that 
ancient interpreters were freer to carry out riskier more adventurous readings because they were free from 
those large acts of representation by which moderns identify as believers or non-believer (or carefully 
calibrated gradations of these categories) and publicly sign and take responsibility for printed readings 
published in their name. See xxxx.  
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ƐŚŽƵůĚŚĞŚĂǀĞƚŽůĚŚŝŵ ? ? ? 67 ǁĞƌĞůĞĨƚƚŽƚŚŽƐĞǁĞƚŚŝŶŬŽĨĂƐ ‘ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ ? ?ŝŶ




Such strange epiphnaies from the past might help us to reflect on the strange 
ĐŽŶĨŝŶĞŵĞŶƚƐŽĨŽƵƌĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞ ?ǁŚĞƌĞƚŚĞƐĐŚŽůĂƌƵƐĞƐŵŽĚĞƐƚŶŽĚƐƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĂů ?Ğ ?Ő ? ‘ŝƚ
ĐŽƵůĚĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇďĞĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚ ? )ƚŽŵŽĚŝĨǇƚŚĞŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ?ďƵƚŚŝƐǁŚŽůĞŝĚŝŽŵƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚat he 
wants to move as far possible away from subjunctives and optatives, and all their 
connotations of wished for futures, opinions and desires. It might also help us to subvert 
accepted stories of we could risk the hypothesis that ancient interpreters were freer to carry 
out riskier more adventurous readings because they were free from those large acts of 
representation by which moderns identify as believers or non-believers ? or carefully 
calibrated gradations of these categories-- and publicly sign and take responsibility for printed 
readings published in their name. 
 
  ‘Moderns ? might well be surprised by these pious-impious, believing-unbelieving 
responses, that read as if they were written by an impossible persona: someone that we can 
only awkwardly imagine as an impossible split personality Richard-Dawkins/Archbishop, or 
feminist fused with the most conservative member of the Church. Inverting ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƐĞůĨ-
serving narrative of the rise of freedom, If we were in a Charles-Taylor-type frame of mind, 
and were trying to hazard one of those descriptions of the difference between the pre-
modern and the modern, we could certainly conclude ƚŚĂƚ ‘ĞůŝĞĨŝƐŶ ?ƚƋƵŝƚĞƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŝŶ
 ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?68 or between 500 and 2000. Such a conclusion would be both possible and 
plausible. But it would be more helpful if we were to move the debate out of the macro realm 
of the history of ideas, and dawning individualities, and into the more focussed domain of 
media and grammar and performativity and the changing social construction of truth. Many 
of the ancient texts imagine Abraham worrying about how the neighbours will see him. The 
Enlightenment readings, in contrast, ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƵƚŚŽƌƐǁŚŽƐŚĂƉĞ ‘ƚƌƵƚŚ ?ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞ
                                                 
67 :ĂĐƋƵĞƐĞƌƌŝĚĂ ? ‘ďŽǀĞĂůůŶŽũŽƵƌŶĂůŝƐƚƐ ? ? ?ŝŶ,ĞŶƚĚĞsƌŝĞƐĂŶĚ^ĂŵƵĞůtĞďĞƌ ?ĞĚƐ ? ) ?ZĞůŝŐŝŽŶĂŶĚDĞĚŝa 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), pp. 56-93 (56). 
68 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 13. 
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dangers of this text for society and government, and who are acutely aware of the social 
persona of the author and his relation to truth and plausibility (a word that reveals the social 
scene of truth through its origins in Latin plausibilis:  ‘ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ? ? ‘ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ?.) The 
world of possibility was contracted, or simplified, when Genesis 22 became a self-consciously 
printed text: the word of God; a text to be discussed in pamphlets, manifestos ? and 
footnotes; and a self-conscious apparition of truth, capable of substantiation, or invalidation, 
plausibility or implausibility, applause or lack of applause.  There is a world of difference 
between one almost lost handwritten manuscript of a fifteenth century local drama, or 
ĂůǀŝŶ ?ƐCommentaries ?Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐReligion Within the Limits of Reason Alone. The former is far 
less self-consciously responsible; far less centred on religion and the questions and futures of 
Christianity. ^ŚŽĐŬŝŶŐ ‘ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐĞŵĞƌŐĞďǇ accident. The play is less concentrated; 
more diffuse. As well as reversing the traditional description of the passage from the pre-
modern to the modern as a passage from axiomatic belief to choice (the pre-modern readers 
are freer in their textual choices, and they can make conflicting textual decisions, 
simultaneously, because they are not publicly making macro-decisions of avowal or 
rejection), we could also explore the myriad possibilities that can exist when, in some eternal 
ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ?ƚŚĞƚĞǆƚŝƐŶŽƚĂ ‘ƚĞǆƚ ?ĂŶĚŝƚƐŝŵƉůǇŝƐ. Readings were freer, and less sonorous, 
when they did not have to give any thought to the question: Could this text be? Should this 
text be?. They an effective, and affective performance. But they are not thinking in terms of 
plausibility, or applause. 
 
So what happened in the futures of these futures? In my (necessarily) ridiculously speeded 
up, fast-forward history of these futures, first come the Reformers who ramped up the crisis 
of the future to fever pitch. Calvin and Luther took all the subjunctive possibilities and pared 
them down to one probable and inevitable cataclysm. The text became a Hollywood disaster 
movie: The Command Against the Promise, narrated by Luther and Calvin as if in the 
sonorous voice-ŽǀĞƌƐŽĨŽŶ&ŽŶƚĂŝŶĞ ?ĞĐĂƵƐĞ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚƚŽƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ/ƐĂĂĐǁĂƐ
absolutely opposed to the promise of the future in Isaac, it was a paradox, an oxymoron, a 
ĐĂƚĂĐŚƌĞƐŝƐ ? ‘ĂĐŽƵŶƚĞƌĂƐƐĂƵůƚŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ?against itself.69 What was being thrown into the 
fire was not Isaac, but the word of God, represented metonymically by Genesis 22. The 
                                                 
69 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), pp. 561-562. 
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command to kill the son threatened nothing less than the annihilation of the Bible, and the 
whole world that was supported and predicated by it.  As Calvin put it in the strap line for 
'ĞŶĞƐŝƐ ? ? ?ƚŚĞŵŽǀŝĞ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵǁĂƐďĞŝŶŐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĞĚƚŽ ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞces, or cast into the fire, 
the charter of his salvation ?ůĞĂǀŝŶŐ ‘ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ?ĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ‘ ĞĂƚŚĂŶĚ
ŚĞůů ? ?70  
For Calvin and Luther, the test/text threatened the elimination of all futures, all 
afterlives, and all grammatical and salvific sense. The resolution did not depend on the angel. 
The angel could not eliminate the divine/grammatical contradiction. His arrival only made it 
worse. Thus the angel became superfluous to salvation. Resolution could only come with the 
believing individual and his ability to learn acts of reading as an act of faith. The sacrifice 
became a drama of reading, a test of very very advanced reading skills: the hardest text/test. 
dŚĞ ‘ƉůĂŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ĐŽƵůĚŽŶůǇďĞŽǀĞƌĐŽŵĞŝĨƚŚĞƌĞĂĚĞƌ-believer could enter what 
ĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚĐĂůůƐƚŚĞ ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ? PƚŚĞŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨŚĞĂǀĞŶĂƐĂĐůĂƐŚŽĨ
earthly categories.71 The grammar of the Holy Spirit does not obey the normative rules of 
grammar, which is why it can break through the grammar of life, which dictates that we are 
born and, at the end of the paragraph or sentence, die. The sacrifice becomes metaphorical: a 
sacrifice of the reader. By dying on the altar of oxymoron ? and persisting in his belief in the 
divine word-- the reader receives the living spirit of salvation and sense. Thus Genesis 22 
became a fundamental primer for the special grammar of the holy spirit, and the emblem of a 
ZĞĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ ?ŝŶǁŚŝĐŚĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐĚĞƉĞŶĚĞĚŽŶ ‘the quasi-sacramental notion of the 
efficacy of the text ? ?72  Qua text, and very explicitly so, Genesis 22 embodied a semiotic in 
which the textual, verbal, grammatical, exegetical was everything ? but everything depended 
on accessing the living spirit that animated and exceeded the printed letter of the text.  
 
The slogan that the Reformers appended to this text was one stark subjunctive. Had 
the Protestant reader not learned to read and to properly negotiate the textual life of the 
spirit, the text would have languished as a stark contradiction: a loss of salvation and a loss of 
                                                 
70 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
71  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. 
72 : ?^ĂŵƵĞůWƌĞƵƐ ? ‘^ĞĐƵůĂƌŝǌŝŶŐŝǀŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ P^ƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇĂŶĚƚŚĞ/ŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞEŽǀĞů ? ?Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 59.3 (1991) pp. 441-466 (446); Catharine Randall Coats, Subverting the System: 
 ?ƵďŝŐŶĠĂnd Calvinism (Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies, vol. XIV; Kirksville, Missouri: Sixteenth Century 
Journal Publishers, 1990), p. 20. 
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sense. And so Genesis 22 was set up to become one of the first texts to fall in the 
Enlightenment drama of the necessary sacrifice of biblical texts and biblical faith.  
The pre-modern texts that we explored in this paper all acknowledge, and exploit the 
ĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚĞǆƚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ?/ƚŝƐƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƚƌŝĂůĨŽƌĂƚŚůĞƚĞ
Abraham, who goes out to the extreme edge of possibility, the place where only the supreme 
heroes can go. The condensed subjunctive of the Reformation introduces a new modality of 
possibility. The text is no longer simply very very difficult. It is impossible (unless, and this is 
caveat that can never simply come of our volition, one has received the gift/grace of faith and 
knows how to read.) The difficult and the impossible only appear to be close. They are in fact 
very different. The drama of impossibility, that the Reformers love so much, opens up the 
possibility that the text simply cannot, should not, be.  
And thus the text was set on an inexorable path to a particular kind of narrowed down 
ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ?EĞǁůǇĚŝƌĞĐƚŝŶŐƚŚĞĐŽƵƌƐĞŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽďĂďůĞ ?dŚŽŵĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? P ‘/ƚ
may be probable enough, that either Abraham had such a belief or conceit, or that Moses 
mistook this case; but that God, in this, or any other case, should dissolve the law of nature 
ĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?ƐĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇƚŽĂůůƚŚĞƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐĂŶĚƉĂƐƐŝŽŶƐŽƌƚŚĞŚƵŵĂŶ
constitution, is absolutely incredible ? ?73 In footnotes written in the  ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?<ĂŶƚǁĂƐ
emphatically clĞĂƌƚŚĂƚďƌĂŚĂŵ ‘should have ƌĞƉůŝĞĚƚŽƚŚŝƐƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚůǇĚŝǀŝŶĞǀŽŝĐĞ P “dŚĂƚ/
ought not to kill my good son is quite certain. But that you, an apparition, are God ? of that I 
am not certain, and never can be, not even if this voice rings down to me from (visible) 
ŚĞĂǀĞŶ ? ? ?dŚĞĐŽŵŵĂŶĚƚŽƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŚĞƐŽŶƚƵƌŶĞĚƚŚĞ'ŽĚŽĨƚŚĞƚĞǆƚŝŶƚŽĂŶ ‘ŝůůƵƐŝŽŶ ?
(Tauschung) : an impossibility.74 Genesis 22 became a test case of the heroic Enlightenment, 
a test case for the deist krisis, and the sacrificial-critical choicĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?75
                                                 
73 Thomas Morgan, The Moral Philosopher in a Dialogue between Philalethes, a Christian Deist, and 
Theophanes, a Christian Jew, Vol. 3 (London: 1740) pp. 133-134. 
74 /ĂŵŚĞƌĞĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐŽŶƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝŶ/ŵŵĂŶƵĞů<ĂŶƚ ?The Conflict of the Faculties/Der 
Streit der Fakultäten (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979 [1798]), p. 115 and 
Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. with introduction by Theodore M. Greene and Hoyt H. 
Hudson; Chicago and London: Open Court Publishing, 1934 [1793]), p. 174. 
 
 
75 Talal Asad ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůĂƌ ? ?ĞƌŬĞůĞǇ ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? )
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
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The text could not, should not be read or accepted, for to accept it would provoke unbelief 
in morality and divinity. The range of the future, the subjunctive, was now far narrower and 
also more sensational than it was able to be in Romanos, Amphilochius, or the Syriac 
memre. An Enlightenment epistemology introduced new futures for the possible and the 
probable, orientated towards safety, the social scene of truth, and organised around relative 
neologisms like credibility, or plausibility.76  
Projected from within this contracted form of possibility, there were now only two 
options: an either-or, a limited binary future. Either the text should be, must be, rejected, or 
it must be made otherwise, through the ingenuity of hypothesis. The first response ? the 
rejection of the text ? would run the risk of making the reader stand out publicly as 
heterodox, or deist, even as he saw himself as a progenitor of public safety and morality 
 ? ‘ŵŽƌĂůďĞůŝĞĨ ?ĂƐ<ĂŶƚƉƵƚŝƚ ). By taking the second option, the author-reader could present 
himself as Christian, devoted to the work of saving and ameliorating the text. But both paths 
started from exactly the same premise and the same conditions of possibility and 
impossibility ? conditions unknown to pre-modern readers. The heterodox and the orthodox 
readers both started from exactly the same presupposition that it was quite simply 
impossible, incredible, that God would have issued this command. The limited range of 
hypotheses for restoring the text set in the eighteenth century, are still in use today. First 
came the hypothesis, first proposed in the  ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?ƚŚĂƚ ‘God gave the command, not with an 
intent that it should be obeyed, but that he might take an occasion from it, to shew to 
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ĂŶĚƚŽĂůůŚŝƐƉŽƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ?ƚŚĞƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐŽĨĂůůŚƵŵĂŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƐ ? ?77 Thus, when God 
ƐĂŝĚ ‘^ĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞǇŽƵƌƐŽŶ ?ŚĞreally meant the opposite, so the divine command was rather 
like an irony.  An alternative remedy, also very familiar to us, and first proposed in the 
 ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚƚŚĂƚ ‘in the short imperfect account of the affair that we have transmitted 
to us, there may have been some original circumstances relating to it left out, which might 
have cleared up the whole matter, and rendered the story very reasonable and credible ?
                                                                                                                                                        
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
76  ‘WůĂƵƐŝďůĞ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŽĨ ‘ŚĂǀŝŶŐƚŚĞĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞŽĨƚƌƵƚŚ ?ĨŝƌƐƚĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚŝŶŶŐůŝƐŚŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?ĚĞƌŝǀĞĚ
ĨƌŽŵ>ĂƚŝŶƉůĂƵƐŝďŝůŝƐ ‘ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ?ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ? ?/ŵƉůĂƵƐŝďůĞĨŝƌƐƚĂƉƉĞĂƌƐŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ? ?Ɛ ? ‘ƌĞĚŝďůĞ ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ?ĐŽŵĞĨƌŽŵƚŚĞůĂƚĞĨŽƵƌƚĞĞŶƚŚĂŶĚĞĂƌůǇĨŝĨƚĞĞŶƚŚĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ? 
77 Thomas CŚƵďď ‘dƌĞĂƚŝƐĞys/// P^ƵƉƉůĞŵĞŶƚƚŽƚŚĞWƌĞǀŽŝƵƐYƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ? ?ŝŶA Collection of Tracts on Various 
Subjects (1730), pp. 221-39. 
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(1740).78  Textual criticism could allow access to a lost (more reasonable and credible) 
original text. With these possible solutions, we can feel the challenge to credibility being 
subsumed into a more pedestrian university discourse of plausibility ĂŶĚ ‘ƌĞĂƐŽŶ ?. Gradually, 
ƵŶĚĞƌƚŚĞŚĞůƉĨƵůĂƵƐƉŝĐĞƐŽĨ ‘ƚŚĞŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚŝďůĞ ? ?79 the biblical scholar could 
concentrate questions of plausibility in micro-studies of geography, philology and source 
criticism, and use standard discourses of the more or less probable to ignore the massive 
elephant in the classroom: the old (now lost) question of the incredible, outrageous, divine 
command. The subjunctive fell out of fashion in a regime of truth ruled by the indicative: the 
statement of objective facts. Knowing that he does not speak in the idiom of incontestable 
ƚƌƵƚŚ ?ƚŚĞƐĐŚŽůĂƌƵƐĞƐŵŽĚĞƐƚŶŽĚƐƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĂů ?Ğ ?Ő ? ‘ŝƚĐŽƵůĚĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇďĞĂƌŐƵĞĚƚŚĂƚ ? )ƚŽ
modify the indicative, but his whole idiom suggests that he wants to move as far possible 
away from subjunctives and optatives, and all their connotations of wished for futures, 
opinions and desires. It is far from accidental that biblical scholarship became so far 
removed from poetry, literature, and drama. The result is that when such genres are 
graciously readmitted ? or at least allowed to occupy a side room--under the rubric of 
reception history, such studies of past futures, or afterlives, appear as quaint, superfluous, 
unscholarly. Spurious and tendentious futures were lost ? very deliberately ? in a turn to 
ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?ĐĞŶƚƌĞĚŽŶƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐ ?ĚĞǀŽƚĞĚĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŽŶŽŶƚŚĞƉĂƐƚ ? 
tŝƐŚŝŶŐ ?ůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ?ƉƌĂǇŝŶŐ ? ‘ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵŝŶŐ ? but not from the vantage point of the self-
consciously critical, protesting, speaking alternative scenarios back to God and Abraham, 
responding ironically and comically to scripture...  ‘DŽĚĞƌŶƐ ?ŵŝŐŚƚǁĞůůďĞƐƵƌƉƌŝƐĞĚďǇƚŚĞƐĞ
pious-impious, believing-unbelieving responses, that read as if they were written by an 
impossible persona: someone that we can only awkwardly imagine as an impossible split 
personality Richard-Dawkins/Archbishop, or feminist fused with the most conservative 
member of the Church. /ŶǀĞƌƚŝŶŐŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƐĞůĨ-serving narrative of the rise of freedom, we 
could risk the hypothesis that ancient interpreters were freer to carry out riskier more 
adventurous readings because they were free from those large acts of representation by 
which moderns identify as believers or non-believers ? or carefully calibrated gradations of 
these categories-- and publicly sign and take responsibility for printed readings published in 
                                                 
78 Thomas Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 2 (London, 1740), p. 128. 
79 See Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2004). 
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their name. If we were in a Charles-Taylor-type frame of mind, and were trying to hazard one 
of those descriptions of the difference between the pre-modern and the modern, we could 
certainly conclude ƚŚĂƚ ‘ĞůŝĞĨŝƐŶ ?ƚƋƵŝƚĞƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŝŶ ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?80 or between 500 
and 2000. Such a conclusion would be both possible and plausible. But it would be more 
helpful if we were to move the debate out of the macro realm of the history of ideas, and 
dawning individualities, and into the more focussed domain of media and grammar and 
performativity and the changing social construction of truth. Many of the ancient texts 
imagine Abraham worrying about how the neighbours will see him. The Enlightenment 
ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐ ?ŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ?ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƵƚŚŽƌƐǁŚŽƐŚĂƉĞ ‘ƚƌƵƚŚ ?ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞĚĂŶŐĞƌƐŽĨƚŚŝƐƚĞǆƚ
for society, and who are aware of the social persona of the author and his relation to truth 
and plausibility (a word that reveals the social scene of truth through its origins in Latin 
ƉůĂƵƐŝďŝůŝƐ ‘ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ? ? ‘ĚĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐĂƉƉůĂƵƐĞ ? ? )dŚĞǁŽƌůĚŽĨƉ ƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇǁĂƐĐŽŶƚƌĂĐƚĞĚ ?Žƌ
simplified, when Genesis 22 became a self-consciously printed text: the word of God; a text to 
be discussed in pamphlets, manifestos ? and footnotes; and a self-conscious apparition of 
truth, capable of substantiation, or invalidation, plausibility or implausibility, applause or lack 
of applause.  There is a world of difference between one almost lost handwritten manuscript 
ŽĨĂĨŝĨƚĞĞŶƚŚĐĞŶƚƵƌǇůŽĐĂůĚƌĂŵĂ ?ŽƌĂůǀŝŶ ?ƐCommentaries ?Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐReligion Within the 
Limits of Reason Alone. The former is far less self-consciously responsible; far less centred on 
religion and the questions and futures ŽĨŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶŝƚǇ ?^ŚŽĐŬŝŶŐ ‘ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐĞŵĞƌŐĞ
by accident. The play is less concentrated; more diffuse. As well as reversing the traditional 
description of the passage from the pre-modern to the modern as a passage from axiomatic 
belief to choice (the pre-modern readers are freer in their textual choices, and they can make 
conflicting textual decisions, simultaneously, because they are not publicly making macro-
decisions of avowal or rejection), we could also explore the myriad possibilities that can exist 
ǁŚĞŶ ?ŝŶƐŽŵĞĞƚĞƌŶĂůŝŶĚŝĐĂƚŝǀĞ ?ƚŚĞƚĞǆƚŝƐŶŽƚĂ ‘ƚĞǆƚ ?ĂŶĚŝƚƐŝŵƉůǇŝƐ ?ZĞĂĚŝŶŐƐǁĞƌĞĨƌĞĞƌ ?
and less sonorous, when they did not have to give any thought to the question: Could this 
text be? Should this text be?. They an effective, and affective performance. But they are not 
thinking in terms of plausibility, or applause. 
 
 
                                                 
80 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 13. 
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subjunctive in English is used to form sentences that do not describe known objective facts. 
These include statements about one's state of mind, such as opinion, belief, purpose, 
intention, or desire. It contrasts with the indicative mood, which is used for statements of 
fact, such as He speaks English.The question of truth We could conclude, to adapt Charles 
dĂǇůŽƌ ?ƚŚĂƚ ‘ĞůŝĞĨŝƐŶ ?ƚƋƵŝƚĞƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŝŶ ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?Žƌ ‘ ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ?. That 
would be both possible and plausible. But we would be able to escape the clichés if we 
pushed the truisms out into statements of grammar, and media. Everything changes when 
Genesis 22 becomes very self-consciously a printed text, the word of God ? a text to be 
discussed in pamphlets, manifestos ? and footnotes. There is a world of difference between 
ŽŶĞĂůŵŽƐƚůŽƐƚŚĂŶĚǁƌŝƚƚĞŶŵĂŶƵƐĐƌŝƉƚŽĨĂŵĞĚŝĞǀĂůŵǇƐƚĞƌǇƉůĂǇ ?ĂŶĚĂůǀŝŶ ?ƐǆǆǆŽƌ
<ĂŶƚ ?Ɛǆǆǆ ?That the dichotomous: plausible, implausible; credulity, incredulity ? and also 
safe and dangerous. The grammar are of security. Narrower and more sensational: could 
this text be, should this text be? 
Ads the Reformers, the single crisis ? the command and the promise ? the 
concentrated into a single between the plausible the implausible, and the possible and the 
impossible. Could this text be? Should this text be? 
dŽŝŶǀĞƌƚŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƐĞůĨ-serving narrative of the rise of freedom, ancient interpreters could 
risk because they were free from those large acts of macro-choosing by which moderns identify as 
 “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵƚŚŽƐĞŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŝŶĐŽŵŵƵŶĂůůǇĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚĚĞŐƌĞĞƐŽĨ
distance from and identification with the biblical texts.81  
 
 
Narrower and more sensational. They are either-or. they are belief or unbelief. 
Enlightenment epistemology ? whole new way of ordering the probable, the possible, 
the plausible, the impossible, belief.  
Ads the Reformers, the single crisis ? the command and the promise ? the 
concentrated into a single between the plausible the implausible, and the possible and the 
impossible. Could this text be? Should this text be? 
                                                 




The media Reformation famously replaced the  ‘ŵĞĚŝĞǀĂůƐĂĐƌĂŵĞŶƚĂůƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?with a word 
system: the Bible, and  ‘the quasi-sacramental notion of the efficacy of the text ? ?82 For the first 
time, the crisis of the sacrifice became explicitly grammatical, textual: a matter of language 
and sense. Calvin and Luther took all the subjunctive possibilities of the double-handed text 
of the sacrifice and pared them down to one potentially cataclysmic Hollywood scale 
showdown or megaclash: The Command Versus the Promise (like Aliens versus xxx) ?'ŽĚ ?Ɛ
command to sacrifice Isaac was in absolute opposition to the promise of the future in Isaac. 
Therefore it was an elimination of all futures, all afterlives ? in the grammatical and salvific 
sense. The command to sacrifice Isaac was a paradox, an oxymoron, ĂĐĂƚĂĐŚƌĞƐŝƐ ? ‘a counter 
ĂƐƐĂƵůƚŽĨƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ?against itself.83 >ƵƚŚĞƌƚŽŽŬƉůĞĂƐƵƌĞ ?ĂŶĚƉĂŝŶ )ŝŶƚƵƌŶŝŶŐƚŚĞ ‘ƉůĂŝŶ
ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶpromise and command into a hyperventillating chain of oxymorons or 
catechreses that introduced a profound nominalist insecurity in scripture. The clash between 
the command and the promise threatened a spiralling chain of terrifying oxymorons: the 
foreign GŽĚ ?ƚŚĞĂůŝĞŶǁŽƌŬŽĨ'ŽĚ ?ĚĞĂƚŚĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐƚŽǇ ?ƚŚĞ/ƐĂĂĐǁŚŽůŝǀĞƐĂŶĚǁŚŽŝƐĂƐŚĞƐ ?
ĂŶĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐůŝĞŽƌ'ŽĚ ?ƐŐĂŵĞ ?84 /ŶĂůǀŝŶ ?ƐƚǇƉŝĐĂůůǇƐĞŶƐĂƚŝŽŶĂůĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ?
Abraham was being commanded to  ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞĨŝƌĞ ?ƚŚĞcharter of his 
salvation ĂŶĚ QŚĂǀĞŶŽƚŚŝŶŐůĞĨƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ďƵƚĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?85
What was being thrown into the fire is not Isaac, but the Bible, represented metonymically in 
this piece of biblical text, understood qua text. The fact that it had been commuted into a text 
did not make the sacrifice of Isaac any easier for the Reformers. Far from it. It was exquisitely 
difficult. That is why it was so important. Its very existence in the canon seemed to threaten 
the very existential status of the Bible, and the whole world and salvation that depended on 
acts of reading as acts of faith.  
In the Reformation reading, the sacrifice became a drama of reading, a test of very advanced 
reading skills. The crisis was not resolved, but it pointed us to what Dennis Bielfeldt calls the 
                                                 
82 : ?^ĂŵƵĞůWƌĞƵƐ ? ‘^ĞĐƵůĂƌŝǌŝŶŐŝǀŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ P^ƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇĂŶĚƚŚĞ/ŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞEŽǀĞů ? ?Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 59.3 (1991) pp. 441-466 (446); Catharine Randall Coats, Subverting the System: 
 ?ƵďŝŐŶĠĂŶĚĂůǀŝŶŝƐŵ (Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies, vol. XIV; Kirksville, Missouri: Sixteenth Century 
Journal Publishers, 1990), p. 20. 
83 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), pp. 561-562. 
84 Luther, Lectures on Genesis, pp. 115, 116, 131.  
85 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
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 ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ? PƚŚĞŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨŚĞĂǀĞŶĂƐĂĐůĂƐŚŽĨ earthly categories.86 The 
grammar of the Holy Spirit does not obey the normative rules of grammar and language, 
which is why it can break through the grammar of life, which dictates that we are born and 
(at the end of the paragraph or sentence) die. The text teaches us that the structure of 
spiritual scriptural grammar is sacrificial. Only when we go, in faith, in madness through the 
apparent crisis of sense, the crisis of reading, and die on the altar of oxymoron, catachresis, 
can we receive life and salvation and sense.  
 
 
Text, a scripture, a grammar ? albeit a text that is the whole world ?ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞ ‘ƚĞǆƚ ? ?ŝƐŽůĂƚĞĚ ?
The perfect break with Abraham as the emblem of the loss of faith, and separation between 
the Bible and truth, true religion transcends and remainders, parochialises, localises, the 
text. That the not being thrown to the flames ? (Calvin only the scripture int he flames 
because he knows he will get it out again) ? but the footnotes, pamphlets-- Thomas Morgan 
ĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? P ‘/ƚŵĂǇďĞƉƌŽďĂďůĞĞŶŽugh, that either Abraham had such a belief or 
conceit, or that Moses mistook this case; but that God, in this, or any other case, should 
ĚŝƐƐŽůǀĞƚŚĞůĂǁŽĨŶĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?ƐĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚĐŽŶƚƌĂƌǇƚŽĂůůƚŚĞƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐĂŶĚ
passions or the human conƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶ ?ŝƐĂďƐŽůƵƚĞůǇŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ? ?87 Probable and what is 
impossible. Enlightenment epistemology, the subjunctives to all the probable and the 
possible (impossible) Important transition being made here difficult and the impossible. 
ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚƌŝĂůŚĂƐĂůways been very very very difficult. The texts we have looked out 
ƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƚƌŝĂůŝŶďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚĞŶƚƌŝĂůƐ PƚŚĞŚĂƌĚĞƐƚŽĨƚĞƐƚƐ ?ŽŶƚŚĞĞǆƚƌĞŵĞĞĚŐĞŽĨ
possibility, where only the heroes can go. Now it is impossible. The most difficult and the 
impossible only appear to be close. They are in fact very different. Now the sacrifice cannot 
be. Enlightenment epistemology ? whole new way of ordering the probable, the possible, 
the plausible, the impossible, belief. Ads the Reformers, the single crisis ? the command and 
the promise ? the concentrated into a single between the plausible the implausible, and the 
possible and the impossible. Could this text be? Should this text be?  
 
                                                 
86  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. 
87 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 3, pp. 133-134. 
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Where we have been, the Reformation and the Elightenment, ever since. The history of 
reading, the Occasional Strange exceptions: Fear and Trembling, where Lutheran reading ?
fundamental crisis, single crisis (murder and ethics) ? alongside the return of the older of, the 
Syriac, in the Attunement section. That the whether the probable and improbable ? and a 
historicity, while eschewing the morality, ethics. That the ? the Thomas Chubb, in the 1730, 
As to the case of Abraham, I think, with submission, that the commanded was in itself morally 
unfit, and that God gave the command, not with an intent that it should be obeyed, but that 
he might take an occasion from it, to shew to Abraham, and to all his posterity, the unfitness 
of all human sacrifices ? the ironic that the. Tuned out of the myriad of  
 
 
In a series of tracts written between 1725 and 1734, Thomas ŚƵďďŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ P ‘EŽŵĂƚƚĞƌŝĨ
ĂŶŐĞůƐ ?ĚƌĞĂŵƐ ?ǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?ǀŽŝĐĞƐĨƌŽŵŚĞĂǀĞŶ ?ĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚŝƚ ? ‘ƚŚĞŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞ
ĂĐƚŝŽŶ QǁĂƐĂƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌƌĞĂƐŽŶĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞĚŝǀŝŶŝƚǇŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƚŚĂŶĂŶǇŽĨƚŚŽƐĞ
extraordinary ways in which that command was conveyed to [Abraham] could possibly be 
ĨŽƌŝƚ ? ?dŚĞĞĂƌůǇŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚǁĂƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŵŝƌĂĐůĞ ? as the exception to 
empirical reality ? but was at least as much concerned with the parallel problem of the 
exception to morality. Far more important than the conflict between religion and science 
was the clash of pieties: the conflict between revealed religion and what Kant and his 
contemporaries called moral belief and moral unbelief. As Chubb put it, for there to be 
moral belief, and credulity in religion, the esƐĞŶĐĞŽĨƚƌƵĞƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶŵƵƐƚďĞ ‘ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞŝŶĂůů
ĂŐĞƐ ?ŝŶĂůůĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĂůůǁŽƌůĚƐ ? ?ŝĨ/ŵĂǇƐŽƐƉĞĂŬ ) ?ĂŶĚĂůůƉůĂŶĞƚƐĂŶĚƚƌƵĞƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ
 ‘ŵƵƐƚŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶǇůŝĨĞŽŶDĂƌƐ ? ?88 Applying inter-cultural and inter-planetary principles of 
moral fitness, ThomĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? P ‘/ƚŵĂǇďĞƉƌŽďĂďůĞĞŶŽƵŐŚ ?ƚŚĂƚĞŝƚŚĞƌ
Abraham had such a belief or conceit, or that Moses mistook this case; but that God, in this, 
ŽƌĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌĐĂƐĞ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚĚŝƐƐŽůǀĞƚŚĞůĂǁŽĨŶĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?ƐĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚ
contrary to all the principles and passions or the human constitution, is absolutely 
ŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ? ?89  Absolutely incredible. Begging moral incredulity. We need to distinguish here 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚĂŶĚƚŚĞŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚƌŝĂůŚĂƐĂůǁĂǇƐďĞĞŶǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇǀĞry 
ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ?/Ŷ:ĞǁŝƐŚƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ?ŝƚŝƐƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůŝŶďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚĞŶƚƌŝĂůƐ PƚŚĞŚĂƌĚĞƐƚŽĨ
                                                 
88 ŚƵďď ? ‘dŚĞWƌĞǀŝŽƵƐYƵĞƐƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚƌĞŐĂƌĚƚŽZĞůŝŐŝŽŶ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? 
89 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 3, pp. 133-134. 
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tests, on the extreme edge of possibility, where only the heroes can go. Now it is impossible. 
The most difficult and the impossible only appear to be close. They are in fact very different. 
EŽǁƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞ ?/ƚƐŝŵƉůǇĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĚŽŶĞ ?KƌĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶƉƵƚƐŝƚ ?ŝƚŝƐ ‘not 
...capable of proof by any historical evidence or testimony ? ?ƐŝŶĐĞƉƌŽŽĨŽĨŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐ ?
ŽƌŵŽƌĂůŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ?ŝƐ ‘vastly superior and prior to any historical proof ? ?90  Even if an 
archaeologist were to unearth an indubitably authentic scrap of crumbling parchment 
signed by God himself, confessing that he had indeed uttered the command of Genesis 22.2 
exactly as reported by Moses, such evidence would have to be discounted.  
 
 
Increasingly, I realise that these old readings were not accidentally lost to us. They become illegible, 
inaudible. It was hard (maybe impossible) for modern biblical scholars to tune into the depth and 
range of possibility, modality, and competing futures, or to write about the space of the optative, the 
cohortative, and prayer. Modern scholarly professional language represents a significant paring 
down, a tuning out. Ɛ/ ?ǀĞĂƌŐƵĞĚĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ ?ƚŚĞƉƌĞ-Enlightenment condition of being Jewish or 
being Christian before all choice enabled more active and audacious acts of interpretation, in acts of 
writing that were free ŽĨůĂƚĞƌƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ‘ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ? ? ‘ůŝƚƵƌŐǇ ? ? ‘ĚƌĂŵĂ ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ?Žƌ ‘ŝďůŝĐĂů^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ? 
The traditional self-serving scholarship of  ‘ŵĂƚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽŐĞŶƵŝŶĞĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?ŵĂǇďĞƚƌƵĞŽŶƚŚĞ
plane of history, but it is certainly not true on the plane of ethics, or indeed freedom. To invert 
ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƐĞůĨ-serving narrative of the rise of freedom, ancient interpreters could risk because they 
were free from those large acts of macro-ĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐďǇǁŚŝĐŚŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇĂƐ “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-
ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵƚŚŽƐĞŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŝŶĐŽŵŵƵŶĂůůǇĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚĚĞŐƌĞĞƐŽĨĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞĨƌom and 
identification with the biblical texts.91  
So what happened next?  
dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞƌŝƐŬƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚĐĂŵĞƉĞƌŝůŽƵƐůǇĐůŽƐĞƚŽ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ-the-
butcher.92 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚŚĞůŽŽƐĞƐĞŶƐĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞŶŽƚƌĞůating the story 
                                                 
90 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher in a Dialogue between Philalethes, a Christian Deist, and Theophanes, a 
Christian Jew; Volume 2: Being a Farther Vindication of Moral Truth and Reason (London, 1739), p. 126; italics 
ours. 
91  ? small acts of micro-choosing. talking about a position that goes beyond the liberal or fundamentalist ?
importance) 
92 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
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ŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĚĞŝƐƚkrisis ?ǁŚĞƌĞďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞďĞĐŽŵĞƐĂƚĞƐƚĐĂƐĞŽĨ
critique, and freedom, and the modern sacrificial-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?93 Because 
these pre-modern readings knew nothing of the epoch-defining watersheds of the critical or the 
modern, they could conjure creative sacrificial transformations between dream and nightmare, 
destruction and resurrection  ? entirely separate from the sensational modern krisis of taking a knife 
of separation to the sacred text. 
 
 
The Reformation reading made the Genesis 22 textual, but the existence 
 
 
This reading will return in the Fear and Trembling, where Lutheran reading ? fundamental 
crisis, single crisis ? alongside the return of the older of, the Syriac, in the Attunement section.  
 
Everything depended on acts of reading scripture, which is hearing promises, are acts of faith. 
dŚĞƌĞĂĚŝŶŐŽĨĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ?ƐƚŚĞ ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ? ?the grammar of heaven as 
a clash of earthly categories;94 catechresis, paradox, that the scripture is not a that can be 
recited, second hand, but 
And should there be a conflict in scripture, this would lead to a complete annihilation, of the 
world, salvation and sense. The is grammatical, verbal, scriptural. What is being being thrown 
into the fire is not so much Isaac but the Bilbe, and the grammar of Christian salvation and 
ƐĞŶƐĞ ?>ƵƚŚĞƌƚĂŬĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ƉůĂŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƉƌŽŵŝƐĞĂŶĚĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĂŶĚƚƵƌŶƐŝƚŝŶƚŽ
a hyperventillating chain of oxymorons or catechreses ? that militate against the idea of 
scripture as sum of catechistical, constatitve statements, that can be learnt by heart, or 
second hand. Abraham would have ? and that we --such as the foreign God, the alien work of 
                                                                                                                                                        
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. For the anxious insomnia that this text/text provokes in 
Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio see the epigraph to this chapter. 
93 dĂůĂůƐĂĚ ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůĂƌ ? ?ĞƌŬĞůĞǇ ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? )
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
94  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. 
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'ŽĚ ?ĚĞĂƚŚĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐƚŽǇ ?'ŽĚ ?ƐƐƉŽƌƚ ?ƚŚĞ/ƐĂĂĐǁŚŽůŝǀĞƐĂŶĚǁŚŽŝƐĂƐŚĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂƐ
'ŽĚ ?ƐůŝĞŽƌ'ŽĚ ?ƐŐĂŵĞ ?95 The Word of God would have been lost. Sense would have been 
lost. But what is from the paradox is a normative rules of grammar and language, just as 
surely as it can break through the grammar of life, which dictates that we are born and (at the 
end of the paragraph or sentence) die. That homology of structure of language, the structure 
of sacrifice ? that the constantly aware of what have could have been lost ? not just the son, 
but meaning, and existential peace with scripture, life and world itself. Apocalypse, that so 
much Isaac but salvation in the form of a text, Abraham would have ? could have ? in the act 
of sacrifice--  ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞĨŝƌĞ ?ƚŚĞcharter of his salvation ĂŶĚ QŚĂǀĞŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ
ůĞĨƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ďƵƚĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?96 
Everything depended on acts of reading scripture, which is hearing promises, are acts of faith. 
The reading of ĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ?ƐƚŚĞ ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ? ?the grammar of heaven as 
a clash of earthly categories;97 catechresis, paradox, that the scripture is not a that can be 
recited, second hand, but That a of sacrifice and sacrificial grammar ? where all sense is 
offered up, madness, and at the last minute, . This drama is what would have happened ? but 
in a different sense.  The conflict Abraham almost dies of contradiction. This is no mere 
conceit. If the very structure of soteriology depends on the grammar of scripture, then a 
ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůďƌĞĂĐŚŝŶƚŚĂƚŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŵĞĂŶƐĚĞĂƚŚ ?ŶĚƚŚĞĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞ ‘ĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?
ĂŶĚƚŚĞ ‘ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ ?ƐĞƚƐƵƉĂĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶƐĐƌŝƉƚƵƌĞƚŚĂƚǁŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞ
annihilation, of the world, of salvation, of sense. The is grammatical, verbal, scriptural. God 
 ‘shaking the faith which [Abraham] had placed in His word, by a counter assault of the word 
itself ? ?98 What is being being thrown into the fire is not so much Isaac but the Bilbe, and the 
grammar of Christian salvation and sĞŶƐĞ ?>ƵƚŚĞƌƚĂŬĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ƉůĂŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ
promise and command and turns it into a hyperventillating chain of oxymorons or 
catechreses ? that militate against the idea of scripture as sum of catechistical, constatitve 
statements, that can be learnt by heart, or second hand. Abraham would have ? and that we -
-ƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ'ŽĚ ?ƚŚĞĂůŝĞŶǁŽƌŬŽĨ'ŽĚ ?ĚĞĂƚŚĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐƚŽǇ ?'ŽĚ ?ƐƐƉŽƌƚ ?ƚŚĞ/ƐĂĂĐ
                                                 
95 Luther, Lectures on Genesis, pp. 115, 116, 131.  
96 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
97  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. 
98 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), pp. 561-562. 
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ǁŚŽůŝǀĞƐĂŶĚǁŚŽŝƐĂƐŚĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐůŝĞŽƌ'ŽĚ ?ƐŐĂŵĞ ?99 The Word of God 
would have been lost. Sense would have been lost. But what is from the paradox is a 
normative rules of grammar and language, just as surely as it can break through the grammar 
of life, which dictates that we are born and (at the end of the paragraph or sentence) die. 
That homology of structure of language, the structure of sacrifice ? that the constantly aware 
of what have could have been lost ? not just the son, but meaning, and existential peace with 
scripture, life and world itself. Apocalypse, that so much Isaac but salvation in the form of a 
text, Abraham would have ? could have ? in the act of sacrifice--  ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞ
fire, the charter of his salvation ĂŶĚ QŚĂǀĞŶŽƚŚŝŶŐůĞĨƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ďƵƚ
ĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?100 
 
That the Reformation, Renaissance, the turns anthropocentric ? a human salvific drama ? and 
potentially tragic. 
 
This break with Abraham first appeared in the writings of the lesser known English deists ?
such as Thomas Chubb and Thomas Morgan ? in the 1720s and 1730s ? but it became 
famous when Kant took it up and linked to the concept of Enlightenment, and the distinctly 
ŵŽĚĞƌŶƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝƐƚŚŝƐŶŽǁ ?tŚĂƚŝƐƵŶŝƋƵĞĂďŽƵƚƚŚŝƐŶŽǁĨƌŽŵǁŚŝĐŚ/ǁƌŝƚĞ ?101 
/ŶĂƐĞƌŝĞƐŽĨƚƌĂĐƚƐǁƌŝƚƚĞŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ?dŚŽŵĂƐŚƵďďŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ P ‘EŽŵĂƚƚer if 
ĂŶŐĞůƐ ?ĚƌĞĂŵƐ ?ǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?ǀŽŝĐĞƐĨƌŽŵŚĞĂǀĞŶ ?ĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚŝƚ ? ‘ƚŚĞŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞ
ĂĐƚŝŽŶ QǁĂƐĂƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌƌĞĂƐŽŶĂŐĂŝŶƐƚƚŚĞĚŝǀŝŶŝƚǇŽĨƚŚĞĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƚŚĂŶĂŶǇŽĨƚŚŽƐĞ
extraordinary ways in which that command was conveyed to [Abraham] could possibly be 
ĨŽƌŝƚ ? ?dŚĞĞĂƌůǇŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚǁĂƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŵŝƌĂĐůĞ ? as the exception to 
empirical reality ? but was at least as much concerned with the parallel problem of the 
exception to morality. Far more important than the conflict between religion and science 
was the clash of pieties: the conflict between revealed religion and what Kant and his 
contemporaries called moral belief and moral unbelief. As Chubb put it, for there to be 
moral belief, and credulity in religion, the essence of true religion muƐƚďĞ ‘ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞŝŶĂůů
                                                 
99 Luther, Lectures on Genesis, pp. 115, 116, 131.  
100 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
101 decisive  ‘tŚĂƚŝƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐƚŽĚĂǇ ?tŚĂƚŝƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐŶŽǁ ?tŚĂƚŝƐƚŚŝƐ “ŶŽǁ ?ĨƌŽŵǁŚŝĐŚǁĞĂůůůŝǀĞĂŶĚ
which is the site, the point [from which] /ĂŵǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ? ?
 53 
ĂŐĞƐ ?ŝŶĂůůĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĂůůǁŽƌůĚƐ ? ?ŝĨ/ŵĂǇƐŽƐƉĞĂŬ ) ?ĂŶĚĂůůƉůĂŶĞƚƐĂŶĚƚƌƵĞƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ
 ‘ŵƵƐƚŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶǇůŝĨĞŽŶDĂƌƐ ? ?102 Applying inter-cultural and inter-planetary principles of 
moral fitness, Thomas Morgan concluded in 17 ? ? P ‘/ƚŵĂǇďĞƉƌŽďĂďůĞĞŶŽƵŐŚ ?ƚŚĂƚĞŝƚŚĞƌ
Abraham had such a belief or conceit, or that Moses mistook this case; but that God, in this, 
ŽƌĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌĐĂƐĞ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚĚŝƐƐŽůǀĞƚŚĞůĂǁŽĨŶĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?ƐĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚ
contrary to all the principles and passions or the human constitution, is absolutely 
ŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ? ?103  Absolutely incredible. Begging moral incredulity. We need to distinguish here 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚĂŶĚƚŚĞŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚƌŝĂůŚĂƐĂůǁĂǇƐďĞĞŶǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇ
difficult. In Jewish tƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ?ŝƚŝƐƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƚƌŝĂůŝŶďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚĞŶƚƌŝĂůƐ PƚŚĞŚĂƌĚĞƐƚŽĨ
tests, on the extreme edge of possibility, where only the heroes can go. Now it is impossible. 
The most difficult and the impossible only appear to be close. They are in fact very different. 
EŽǁƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞ ?/ƚƐŝŵƉůǇĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĚŽŶĞ ?KƌĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶƉƵƚƐŝƚ ?ŝƚŝƐ ‘not 
...capable of proof by any historical evidence or testimony ? ?ƐŝŶĐĞƉƌŽŽĨŽĨŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐ ?
ŽƌŵŽƌĂůŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ?ŝƐ ‘vastly superior and prior to any historical proof ? ?104  Even if an 
archaeologist were to unearth an indubitably authentic scrap of crumbling parchment 
signed by God himself, confessing that he had indeed uttered the command of Genesis 22.2 
exactly as reported by Moses, such evidence would have to be discounted.  
 
 
Increasingly, I realise that these old readings were not accidentally lost to us. They become illegible, 
inaudible. It was hard (maybe impossible) for modern biblical scholars to tune into the depth and 
range of possibility, modality, and competing futures, or to write about the space of the optative, the 
cohortative, and prayer. Modern scholarly professional language represents a significant paring 
down, a tuning out. Ɛ/ ?ǀĞĂƌŐƵĞĚĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ ?ƚŚĞƉƌĞ-Enlightenment condition of being Jewish or 
being Christian before all choice enabled more active and audacious acts of interpretation, in acts of 
writing that were free ŽĨůĂƚĞƌƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ‘ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ? ? ‘ůŝƚƵƌŐǇ ? ? ‘ĚƌĂŵĂ ?ĂŶĚ
 ‘ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ?Žƌ ‘ŝďůŝĐĂů^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ? 
                                                 
102 ŚƵďď ? ‘dŚĞWƌĞǀŝŽƵƐYƵĞƐƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚƌĞŐĂƌĚƚŽZĞůŝŐŝŽŶ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? 
103 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 3, pp. 133-134. 
104 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher in a Dialogue between Philalethes, a Christian Deist, and Theophanes, a 
Christian Jew; Volume 2: Being a Farther Vindication of Moral Truth and Reason (London, 1739), p. 126; italics 
ours. 
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The traditional self-serving scholarship of  ‘ŵĂƚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽŐĞŶƵŝŶĞĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?ŵĂǇďĞƚƌƵĞŽŶƚŚĞ
plane of history, but it is certainly not true on the plane of ethics, or indeed freedom. To invert 
ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐƐĞůĨ-serving narrative of the rise of freedom, ancient interpreters could risk because they 
were free from those large acts of macro-choosing by which moderns idĞŶƚŝĨǇĂƐ “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-
ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵƚŚŽƐĞŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŝŶĐŽŵŵƵŶĂůůǇĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚĚĞŐƌĞĞƐŽĨĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞĨƌŽŵĂŶĚ
identification with the biblical texts.105  
So what happened next?  
They could therefore risk readings that came perilously close to <ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ-the-
butcher.106 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚŚĞůŽŽƐĞƐĞŶƐĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞŶŽƚƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇ
ŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĚĞŝƐƚkrisis ?ǁŚĞƌĞďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞďĞĐŽŵĞƐĂƚĞƐƚĐĂƐĞŽĨ
critique, and freedom, and the modern sacrificial-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?107 Because 
these pre-modern readings knew nothing of the epoch-defining watersheds of the critical or the 
modern, they could conjure creative sacrificial transformations between dream and nightmare, 
destruction and resurrection  ? entirely separate from the sensational modern krisis of taking a knife 
of separation to the sacred text. 
What happens with the futures of the subjunctives? To tell the futures of the subjunctives far 
too quickly ...the grammar of the akedah takes on a particular in the Reformation ? a where 
ƚŚĞďĞĐŽŵĞƐĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚůǇǁŽƌĚĨŽĐƵƐƐĞĚ ‘ǁŽƌĚƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?ƐĞůĨ-ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐůǇƌĞƉůĂĐĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ŵĞĚŝĞǀĂů
ƐĂĐƌĂŵĞŶƚĂůƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?ůĞĂĚŝŶŐƚŽĂperformative ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨƐĐƌŝƉƚƵƌĞŽƌƚŚĞ ‘the quasi-
sacramental notion of the efficacy of the text ? ?108109 ĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ?ƐƚŚĞ ‘ŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨƚŚĞ
                                                 
105  ? small acts of micro-choosing. talking about a position that goes beyond the liberal or fundamentalist ?
importance) 
106 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. For the anxious insomnia that this text/text provokes in 
Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio see the epigraph to this chapter. 
107 dĂůĂůƐĂĚ ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐ ŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůĂƌ ? ?ĞƌŬĞůĞǇ ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? )
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
108 : ?^ĂŵƵĞůWƌĞƵƐ ? ‘^ĞĐƵůĂƌŝǌŝŶŐŝǀŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ P^ƉŝƌŝƚƵĂůŝŽŐƌĂƉŚǇĂŶĚƚŚĞ/ŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞEŽǀĞů ? ?Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 59.3 (1991) pp. 441-466 (446); Catharine Randall Coats, Subverting the System: 
 ?ƵďŝŐŶĠĂŶĚĂůǀŝŶŝƐŵ (Sixteenth Century Essays and Studies, vol. XIV; Kirksville, Missouri: Sixteenth Century 
Journal Publishers, 1990), p. 20. 
109 ^ĞĞ: ?> ?ƵƐƚŝŶ ? ‘WĞƌĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞhƚƚĞƌĂŶĐĞƐ ?ŝŶPhilosophical Papers (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), 
pp. 233-252, and How to Do Things with Words: The William James Lectures delivered at Harvard University in 
1955 (ed. J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbsina ; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975). For acts of writing as acts of faith ?
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,ŽůǇ^Ɖŝƌŝƚ ? ?the grammar of heaven as a clash of earthly categories;110 catechresis, paradox, 
that the scripture is not a that can be recited, second hand, but acts of reading scripture, 
which is hearing promises, are acts of faith. That a of sacrifice and sacrificial grammar ? where 
all sense is offered up, madness, and at the last minute, . This drama is what would have 
happened ? but in a different sense.  The conflict Abraham almost dies of contradiction. This 
is no mere conceit. If the very structure of soteriology depends on the grammar of scripture, 
then a fundamental breach in that grammar means death. And the conflict between the 
 ‘ĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞ ‘ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ ?ƐĞƚƐƵƉĂ fundamental conflict in scripture that would have 
complete annihilation, of the world, of salvation, of sense. The is grammatical, verbal, 
ƐĐƌŝƉƚƵƌĂů ?'ŽĚ ‘shaking the faith which [Abraham] had placed in His word, by a counter 
assault of the word itself ? ?111 What is being being thrown into the fire is not so much Isaac but 
ƚŚĞŝůďĞ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŐƌĂŵŵĂƌŽĨŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶƐĂůǀĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƐĞŶƐĞ ?>ƵƚŚĞƌƚĂŬĞƐƚŚĞ ‘ƉůĂŝŶ
ĐŽŶƚƌĂĚŝĐƚŝŽŶ ?ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƉƌŽŵŝƐĞĂŶĚĐŽŵŵĂŶĚĂŶĚƚƵƌŶƐŝƚŝŶƚŽĂŚǇƉĞƌǀĞŶƚŝůůĂƚŝŶŐĐŚĂŝŶŽĨ
oxymorons or catechreses ? that militate against the idea of scripture as sum of catechistical, 
constatitve statements, that can be learnt by heart, or second hand. Abraham would have ?
and that we --ƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ'ŽĚ ?ƚŚĞĂůŝĞŶǁŽƌŬŽĨ'ŽĚ ?ĚĞĂƚŚĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐƚŽǇ ?'ŽĚ ?Ɛ sport, 
ƚŚĞ/ƐĂĂĐǁŚŽůŝǀĞƐĂŶĚǁŚŽŝƐĂƐŚĞƐ ?ĂŶĚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĂƐ'ŽĚ ?ƐůŝĞŽƌ'ŽĚ ?ƐŐĂŵĞ ?112 The Word of 
God would have been lost. Sense would have been lost. But what is from the paradox is a 
normative rules of grammar and language, just as surely as it can break through the grammar 
of life, which dictates that we are born and (at the end of the paragraph or sentence) die. 
That homology of structure of language, the structure of sacrifice ? that the constantly aware 
of what have could have been lost ? not just the son, but meaning, and existential peace with 
scripture, life and world itself. Apocalypse, that so much Isaac but salvation in the form of a 
text, Abraham would have ? could have ? in the act of sacrifice--  ‘ĐƵƚŝŶƉŝĞĐĞƐ ?ŽƌĐĂƐƚŝŶƚŽƚŚĞ
fire, the charter of his salvation ĂŶĚ QŚĂǀĞŶŽƚŚŝŶŐůĞĨƚĨŽƌŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞǁŚŽůĞǁŽƌůĚ ?ďƵƚ
ĚĞĂƚŚĂŶĚŚĞůů ? ?113 
                                                                                                                                                        
ĂĐŽŶĐĞƉƚďĂƐĞĚŽŶ:ĂĐƋƵĞƐĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?ƐĞǆƚĞŶƐŝŽŶŽĨƵƐƚŝŶ ?ƐƐƉĞĞĐŚĂĐƚƐƚŽĂůůĂĐƚƐŽĨǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ?ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ?see 
zǀŽŶŶĞ^ŚĞƌǁŽŽĚĂŶĚ<ĞǀŝŶ,Ăƌƚ ? ‘KƚŚĞƌdĞƐƚĂŵĞŶƚƐ ? ?ŝŶSherwood and Hart (eds.), Derrida and Religion: 
Other Testaments (New York and London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 3-26 (9-11). 
110  ^ĞĞĞŶŶŝƐŝĞůĨĞůĚƚ ? ‘>ƵƚŚĞƌ ?DĞƚĂƉŚŽƌĂŶĚdŚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů> ŶŐƵĂŐĞ ? ?Modern Theology 6.2 (1990), pp. 121-
35. Bielfeldt argues that the grammar of heaven is articulated through the clash of earthly categories. 
111 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, by John Calvin 1. (trans. John King; 
Edinburgh:  Edinburgh Printing Company, 1847), pp. 561-562. 
112 Luther, Lectures on Genesis, pp. 115, 116, 131.  
113 Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses, p. 553.  
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That the Reformation, Renaissance, the turns anthropocentric ? a human salvific drama ? and 
potentially tragic. 
 
This break with Abraham first appeared in the writings of the lesser known English deists ?
such as Thomas Chubb and Thomas Morgan ? in the 1720s and 1730s ? but it became 
famous when Kant took it up and linked to the concept of Enlightenment, and the distinctly 
ŵŽĚĞƌŶƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ǁŚĂƚŝƐƚŚŝƐŶŽǁ ?tŚĂƚŝƐ unique about this now from which I write?114 
/ŶĂƐĞƌŝĞƐŽĨƚƌĂĐƚƐǁƌŝƚƚĞŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ? ? ? ?dŚŽŵĂƐŚƵďďŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ P ‘EŽŵĂƚƚĞƌŝĨ
ĂŶŐĞůƐ ?ĚƌĞĂŵƐ ?ǀŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?ǀŽŝĐĞƐĨƌŽŵŚĞĂǀĞŶ ?ĂĨĨŝƌŵĞĚŝƚ ? ‘ƚŚĞŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞ
ĂĐƚŝŽŶ QǁĂƐĂƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌƌĞĂƐŽŶĂŐĂŝŶƐt the divinity of the command, than any of those 
extraordinary ways in which that command was conveyed to [Abraham] could possibly be 
ĨŽƌŝƚ ? ?dŚĞĞĂƌůǇŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚǁĂƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞŵŝƌĂĐůĞ ? as the exception to 
empirical reality ? but was at least as much concerned with the parallel problem of the 
exception to morality. Far more important than the conflict between religion and science 
was the clash of pieties: the conflict between revealed religion and what Kant and his 
contemporaries called moral belief and moral unbelief. As Chubb put it, for there to be 
ŵŽƌĂůďĞůŝĞĨ ?ĂŶĚĐƌĞĚƵůŝƚǇŝŶƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞĞƐƐĞŶĐĞŽĨƚƌƵĞƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶŵƵƐƚďĞ ‘ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞŝŶĂůů
ĂŐĞƐ ?ŝŶĂůůĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ?ĂŶĚŝŶĂůůǁŽƌůĚƐ ? ?ŝĨ/ŵĂǇƐŽƐƉĞĂŬ ) ?ĂŶĚĂůůƉůĂŶĞƚƐĂŶĚƚƌƵĞƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶ
 ‘ŵƵƐƚŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶǇůŝĨĞŽŶDĂƌƐ ? ?115 Applying inter-cultural and inter-planetary principles of 
ŵŽƌĂůĨŝƚŶĞƐƐ ?dŚŽŵĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? P ‘/ƚŵĂǇďĞƉƌŽďĂďůĞĞŶŽƵŐŚ ?ƚŚĂƚĞŝƚŚĞƌ
Abraham had such a belief or conceit, or that Moses mistook this case; but that God, in this, 
ŽƌĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌĐĂƐĞ ?ƐŚŽƵůĚĚŝƐƐŽůǀĞƚŚĞůĂǁŽĨŶĂƚƵƌĞĂŶĚŵĂŬĞŝƚĂŵĂŶ ?ƐĚƵƚǇ QƚŽĂĐƚ
contrary to all the principles and passions or the human constitution, is absolutely 
ŝŶĐƌĞĚŝďůĞ ? ?116  Absolutely incredible. Begging moral incredulity. We need to distinguish here 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚŚĞĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚĂŶĚƚŚĞŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚƌŝĂůŚĂƐĂůǁĂǇƐďĞĞŶǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇǀĞƌǇ
ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ ?/Ŷ:ĞǁŝƐŚƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶ ?ŝƚŝƐƚŚĞƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůŝŶďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƚĞŶƚƌŝĂůƐ PƚŚĞŚĂƌĚĞƐƚŽĨ
tests, on the extreme edge of possibility, where only the heroes can go. Now it is impossible. 
The most difficult and the impossible only appear to be close. They are in fact very different. 
                                                 
114 decisive  ‘tŚĂƚŝƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐƚŽĚĂǇ ?tŚĂƚŝƐŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐŶŽǁ ?tŚĂƚŝƐƚŚŝƐ “ŶŽǁ ?ĨƌŽŵǁŚŝĐŚǁĞĂůůůŝǀĞĂŶĚ
which is the site, the point [from which] /ĂŵǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ? ?
115 ŚƵďď ? ‘dŚĞWƌĞǀŝŽƵƐYƵĞƐƚŝŽŶǁŝƚŚƌĞŐĂƌĚƚŽZĞůŝŐŝŽŶ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? 
116 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher, Vol. 3, pp. 133-134. 
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EŽǁƚŚĞƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞ ?/ƚƐŝŵƉůǇĐĂŶŶŽƚďĞĚŽŶĞ ?KƌĂƐDŽƌŐĂŶƉƵƚƐŝƚ ?ŝƚŝƐ ‘not 
...capable of proof by any historical evidence or testimony ? ?ƐŝŶĐĞƉƌŽŽĨŽĨŵŽƌĂůƵŶĨŝƚŶĞƐƐ ?
ŽƌŵŽƌĂůŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ?ŝƐ ‘vastly superior and prior to any historical proof ? ?117  Even if an 
archaeologist were to unearth an indubitably authentic scrap of crumbling parchment 
signed by God himself, confessing that he had indeed uttered the command of Genesis 22.2 
exactly as reported by Moses, such evidence would have to be discounted.  
 
 
tŽŵďĂŶĚŵŽƵƌŶŝŶŐĂŶĚƚŚĞŬŶŝĨĞ ? ‘dŚĞĨŝŶŐĞƌƐǁŚŝĐŚĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚǇŽƵŝŶŵǇǁŽŵď ?ƐĂǇƐ^ĂƌĂŚƚŽ





 ?ŬĤŶƻƚĈ ) ?ƌŝŐŚƚŚĂŶĚĂŶĚůĞĨƚŚĂŶĚ ?ŝƐ ?ŽŶĂŚƵŵĂŶůĞǀĞů ?ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ?ĂŶĚďŽƚŚĂƐƉĞĐƚƐĂƌĞĞƋƵĂůůǇ
divine. The hands on the knife and the hand of the angel; knife and womb; on one hand the 
hand/justice of the father and on the other the compassion of the mother, the suffering of the 
mother, which is also redemptive ? not just a counter-force to be overcome. The original text is 
carefully balanced between two words and two ŚĂŶĚƐ P ‘KĨĨĞƌǇŽƵƌƐŽŶĂƐĂďƵƌŶƚŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ?ďƵƚ
 ‘ŽŶŽƚůĂǇǇŽƵƌŚĂŶĚƵƉŽŶƚŚĞůĂĚ ? ?118 They can be perfectly balanced, though this is exquisitely 
difficult to pull off perfectly in practice. The scales tend to tip in one direction or the other. In the 
sphere of poetry ? not doctrine or argument ? the ambiguity and empathy can go either way.119 
Sarah can be the force of natural compassion, outweighed and outranked by the robust performance 
of Abraham. This is arguably how the scales tip in Gregory and Pseudo-Chrystostom, and in Romanos 
and Amphilocius --ƚŚŽƵŐŚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƚŝĐĂůƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐĂƌĞŶĞǀĞƌĞƌĂĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ.120 The Syriac memra 
arguably tips the other way. Abraham is right ? and/but he is also guilty, love-drunk ? and it is the 
force of life, faith, intercession, ƚŚĂƚƚĞŶĚƐƚŽďĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚďǇ ‘^ĂƌĂŚ ? ?ƚŚĂƚƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇƉƌĞǀĂŝůƐ ?ĂŶĚ
                                                 
117 Morgan, The Moral Philosopher in a Dialogue between Philalethes, a Christian Deist, and Theophanes, a 
Christian Jew; Volume 2: Being a Farther Vindication of Moral Truth and Reason (London, 1739), p. 126; italics 
ours. 
118 and relatedly justice and at the same time compassion/mercy, the first memra, Jewish context, Mercy as 
opposed to Justice (rahamim and din).or the will to sacrifice, and at the same time the corrective (?) will to 
ƚƵƌŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝŶƚŽ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ?ŽƌƉƌĂǇĞƌ ? ?ĂůƌĞĂĚǇĐŽǁƐĨůŝƉƐ ?ĞƚĐ ) ?. 
119  ?ĂŶĚŝŶĚƌĂŵĂŽƌǁƌŝƚŝŶŐŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚĞǀĞŶŶĞĞĚƚŽĚĞĐŝĚĞ ) 
120 , and so bring the difficulty of the test to fever pitch, 
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that should prevail.121 There is a temptation ? and perhaps not a bad one ? to come to rest, and to 
ĨŝŶĚƉĞĂĐĞ ?ŝŶ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐĐŽŵƉĂƐƐŝŽŶĂƚĞŽĨŵĞƌĐǇ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞƚƌĂŶƐŵƵƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝŶƚŽƉƌĂǇer. 
  
dŚĞŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůƚĞǆƚŝƐĐĂƌĞĨƵůůǇďĂůĂŶĐĞĚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƚǁŽǁŽƌĚƐĂŶĚƚǁŽŚĂŶĚƐ P ‘KĨĨĞƌǇŽƵƌƐŽŶĂƐĂďƵƌŶƚ
ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ?ďƵƚ ‘ŽŶŽƚůĂǇǇŽƵƌŚĂŶĚƵƉŽŶƚŚĞůĂĚ ? ?122 They can be perfectly balanced, though this 
is exquisitely difficult to pull off perfectly in practice. The scales tend to tip in one direction or the 
other. In the sphere of poetry ? not doctrine or argument ? the ambiguity and empathy can go either 
way.123 Sarah can be the force of natural compassion, outweighed and outranked by the robust 
performance of Abraham. This is arguably how the scales tip in Gregory and Pseudo-Chrystostom, 
and in Romanos and Amphilocius --ƚŚŽƵŐŚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƚŝĐĂůƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐĂƌĞŶĞǀĞƌĞƌĂĚŝĐĂƚĞĚ.124 The 
Syriac memra arguably tips the other way. Abraham is right ? and/but he is also guilty, love-drunk ?
ĂŶĚŝƚŝƐƚŚĞĨŽƌĐĞŽĨůŝĨĞ ?ĨĂŝƚŚ ?ŝŶƚĞƌĐĞƐƐŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĂƚĞŶĚƐƚŽďĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚďǇ ‘^ĂƌĂŚ ? ?ƚŚĂƚƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ
prevails, and that should prevail.125As the 
 
This drama of resistance can be taken even further in Sarah ? because she inhabits the Old 
Testament, at one remove from the New.126  
 
For handout 
Quyk? Ye forsothe, quyk it was! 
As well I may tel you al the case 
As another that was in the same place, 
For I wot well it wol be wist. 
 
Alas all then had gone to wrake! 
                                                 
121 Writing the ambiguity of relation of Sarah and/but Abraham, and Abraham and/but Sarah, which can go in 
several ways. And sarah is prophetic: she says the creator will not turn killer, and God will return the son to 
me. 
122 and relatedly justice and at the same time compassion/mercy, the first memra, Jewish context, Mercy as 
opposed to Justice (rahamim and din).or the will to sacrifice, and at the same time the corrective (?) will to 
ƚƵƌŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝŶƚŽ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ?ŽƌƉƌĂǇĞƌ ? ?ĂůƌĞĂĚǇĐŽǁƐĨůŝƉƐ ?ĞƚĐ ) ?. 
123 (aŶĚŝŶĚƌĂŵĂŽƌǁƌŝƚŝŶŐŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚĞǀĞŶŶĞĞĚƚŽĚĞĐŝĚĞ ) 
124 , and so bring the difficulty of the test to fever pitch, 
125 Writing the ambiguity of relation of Sarah and/but Abraham, and Abraham and/but Sarah, which can go in 
several ways. And sarah is prophetic: she says the creator will not turn killer, and God will return the son to 
me. 
126 The bit at the end of one of the plays, where the story is transformed, old dispensation and thnew 
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Wold ye haue slayne my son Isaac? 
Nay, then all my ioy had me forsake! 
Alas where was your mynde?  
 
Father [he says] do whatever you desire 
But I know full well that my mother shall miss me  
Many times she has embraced and kissed me  
But farewell to all that for that is now over. 
She used call me her treasure and her store 
But farewell to all that ? she shall say this no more 
Here I shall be killed, without knowing wheretofore 
Except that God must have his desire. 
Father, will you also be chopping off my head?127 
 
 ‘'ĞŶƚŝůĨĂĚĞƌ ?ǁŽƚŵǇŵŽdre of this 
That I shal be ded? 
 
Why did you give me the title of father, master, and not the assassin of my child? Call me what I have 
ďĞĐŽŵĞ ?ĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ǁŽŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶĐĂůůĞĚĨĂƚŚĞƌĨŽƌǀĞƌǇůŽŶŐ ?ďƵƚĨŽƌĞƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ/ǁŝůůďĞƉƌŽĐůĂŝŵĞĚ
the murderer of my child.  
 
 
ŶĚƚŚŽƐĞǁŚŽǁŝůůƐĞĞŵĞĐƵƚŵǇƐŽŶ ?ƐƚŚƌŽĂƚ ?ǁŚĂƚǁŝůůƚŚĞǇƚĂŬĞŵĞĨŽƌ ?&ŽƌĂŵĂĚŵĂŶ ?
ĂůĂƐ ?ŽƌĂůŽƐƚƐƉŝƌŝƚ ?ĂŶĚƚŚŽƐĞǁŚŽůŝƐƚĞŶƚŽŵĞǁŝůůďĞůŝĞǀĞƚŚĂƚŵǇ/ ?ŵƌĂǀŝŶŐŝŶŵǇŽůĚĂŐĞ ? 
 
Who will make the man cruel and unfeeling, who with kindness welcomed all guests? I who 
not so long ago treated (gave plenty to?) strangers, I your father, will I kill you, my heir? 
Who will be able to listen to me without fleeing from me?  
 
d  
                                                 
127 Rough translation...Haym, Towneley. When Isaac is freed by the angel, he instantly asks to be returned to 
his mother, 
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What! Destroy with my own hands the one whom I hoped would close my eyelids with his 
fingers? He whose swaddling clothes I unwrapped (or unbound ? check Greek, pun on 
binding?), shall I bind him in order to kill him? He whom I watched playing (frolicking), 
praising you for having given him to me; he whom I nursed (Gk?), I cannot be his assassin; 
because he alone is the saviour of our souls. 
 
ůĂƐ ?DǇĨůĞƐŚ ?ǇŽƵƌŝŶĨĂŶƚďĂďďůŝŶŐ ?ĐŚĞĐŬ'ƌĞĞŬ )ǁŝůůďĞŵĂĚĞŵƵƚĞďǇǇŽƵƌĨĂƚŚĞƌ ?ƐŚĂŶĚ ?




Stanza 7 begins  ‘^ĂƌĂŚŚĞĂƌĚĂůůƚŚĞƐĞǁŽƌĚƐ ?ŵǇŵĂƐƚĞƌ ?128  W 
 
Leave the child with me, old man, he is mine; when he who has called you wills it, he will let 
me know. He announced to me ďǇŚŝƐĂŶŐĞůŵǇƐŽŶ ?ƐĐŽŵŝŶŐŝŶƚŽƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ PŚĞǁŝůůƐƵƌĞůǇ
let me ŬŶŽǁŝĨŚĞǁĂŶƚƐŚŝƐďůŽŽĚ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚĞŶƚƌƵƐƚ ?ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚŚĞĐŚŝůĚƚŽǇŽƵ ?/ĚŽŶ ?ƚŐŝǀĞŚŝŵ
to you ?  
 
  ‘'ĞƚĂǁĂǇĨƌŽŵŵĞ ?ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞůǇ ?/ ?ŵ taking him in my arms, this child who caused so much pain in 
ŵǇďĞůůǇ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ǁĂŶƚƚŽŚĂǀĞŵǇĨŝůůŽĨŚŝŵ ? 
 
I want him to close my eyes on my deathbed. The little life which I have left, I want to live it with him. 
 
 
In problema(ta)? 3 of Fear and Trembling ?^ŽƌĞŶ<ŝĞƌŬĞŐĂĂƌĚ ?Žƌ:ŽŚĂŶŶĞƐĚĞ^ŝůĞŶƚŝŽĂƐŬƐ P ‘tĂƐŝƚ
ethically defensible for Abraham to conceal his undertaking from Sarah, from Eleazar and from 
/ƐĂĂĐ ? ? ?a question that has kept continental philosophers sleepless parsing out the relationship 
between sacrifice and the secret.  
                                                 
128 dŚĞǁŽƌĚƐǁŚŝĐŚƐŚĞŚĞĂƌƐŵƵƐƚďĞďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƵŶƐƉŽŬĞŶǁŽƌĚƐ ?ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞƉŽĞƚŵĂŬĞƐĂƉŽŝŶƚŽĨƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƚŚĂƚƐŚĞ
hears all of them ? everything-- and because Sarah makes a point of the fact that God has not spoken to her directly. In 
ĨĂĐƚƐŚĞƐĂǇƐ ?ĂŶĚƐŚĞƐƉĞĂŬƐǁŝƚŚŽƵƚŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚĐŽŵŵĂƐƚŽƌĞƉůǇƚŽďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐǁŽƌĚƐƚŚĂƚǁĞƌĞŶŽƚŽŶůǇŝŶŝŶǀĞƌƚĞĚ
commas but that were not even spoken, though she heard them): 
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^ŽĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ƉƌĞ-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐĂƌĞŽĨƚĞŶĂŚĞĂĚŽĨƐŽ-ĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŽƌƉŽƐƚ-Enlightenment 
interpretations of scripture. The traditional Edenic myth of ƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂůů ?ĂŶĚ ?Žƌ ‘ŵĂƚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽŐĞŶƵŝŶĞ
criticism,129 may be true on the plane of history,130 but it is certainly not true on the plane of ethics. 
(Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the rise of historical criticism often represented a displacement 
or disavowal of ethical and political problems with the text.) The pre-Enlightenment condition of 
being Jewish or being Christian before all choice enabled more active and audacious acts of 
interpretation, in acts of writing that were free of later segregations ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ‘ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ? ?
 ‘ůŝƚƵƌŐǇ ? ? ‘ĚƌĂŵĂ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ?Žƌ ‘ŝďůŝĐĂů^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ?ŶĐŝĞŶƚŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞƌƐǁĞƌĞĂůƐŽfree from those 
large acts of macro-ĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐďǇǁŚŝĐŚŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇĂƐ “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ
perform those identities in communally established degrees of distance from and identification with 
the biblical texts.131 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞƌŝƐŬƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚĐĂŵĞƉĞƌŝůŽƵƐůǇĐůŽƐĞƚŽ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨ
Abraham-the-butcher.132 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚŚĞůŽŽƐĞƐĞŶƐĞďĞcause they were not 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĚĞŝƐƚkrisis ?ǁŚĞƌĞďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ
becomes a test case of critique, and freedom, and the modern sacrificial-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞ
ĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?133 Because these pre-modern readings knew nothing of the epoch-defining watersheds 
of the critical or the modern, they could conjure creative sacrificial transformations between dream 
and nightmare, destruction and resurrection  ? entirely separate from the sensational modern krisis 
of taking a knife of separation to the sacred text. 
 
                                                 
129 ancient not the childhood of consciousness. 
130 As long as one is not a perfect Christian. P. 378 Ricks. Eliot nostalgic for a older traditions of Christian 
ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇǁŚŝĐŚŚĞƐĂǇƐ ‘/ŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĂƚŚĞŝƐƚĂƐƚŽƚŚĞƉĞƌĨĞĐƚŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ ? ? ?critics, historians, 
ĂŶĚƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŽĨƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶĂƌĞĂůƌĞĂĚǇƚŽƵĐŚŝŶŐŽŶĂ ‘'ŽůĚĞŶŐĞŽĨ,ǇƉŽƐƚĂƚŝĐŽƌƚŚŽĚŽǆǇ ? ?ŽƌWŚŝůŝƉůŵŽŶĚ ?ƐƚŚĞ
 “dƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚĂůƵŶĂŵďŝŐƵŝƚǇŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇtŽƌĚ ? ?ĐĨ ?ůŵŽŶĚ P ? ? ) ?Impossiblity of perfect believing, devotion 
and blasphemy/critique a corollary of one another./ ?ŵĂůƐŽƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽĨůŽƐƐŽĨǁŚĂƚd ?^ ?ůŝŽƚĐĂůůƐ  ‘ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇ ?
ĂƐƚŚĞĐůŽƐĞĐŽŐŶĂƚĞ ?ŝŶĚĞĞĚĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ďĞůŝĞĨ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨǀĞƌƐŝĨŝĞƌƐ ?ƐŽĚĞĨŝĐŝĞŶƚŝŶ
devotion and so feeble in blaspŚĞŵǇ ? 
131  ? small acts of micro-choosing. talking about a position that goes beyond the liberal or fundamentalist ?
importance) 
132 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. For the anxious insomnia that this text/text provokes in 
Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio see the epigraph to this chapter. 
133 dĂůĂůƐĂĚ ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůar? (Berkeley, October 2009) 
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
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ǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐůŝŬĞƚŚĞƐĐĂŶĚĂůƚŽŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ?ƐDŽƌĂůŝƚĂƚĂŶĚ^ŝƚƚůŝĐŚŬĞŝƚ ?ďƵƚŝŶƚŚĞĨŽƌŵŽĨ
narrative, pre-ŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŽƵƌĐĞƐŚĂǀĞďƌĂŚĂŵǁŽƌƌǇŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚŚŽǁƚŽƐƉŝƌŝƚƚŚĞďŽǇĂǁĂǇ ‘ƉƌĞǀĞůǇ ?
(that is, secretly)134  Wthis being not just a logistical problem, but a very explicitly, a problem of 
ethics ? and worrying about what to tell the servants who are fond of him, or how to explain his 
murder to his neighbours.135 /ĂŵƌĞŵŝŶĚŝŶŐŽĨ<ŝĞƌŬĞŐĂĂƌĚ ?ƐƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞƉŽůŝĐĞ ?ŽƌĞƌƌŝĚĂ ?Ɛ
about the newspapers, and the media. The act cannot take simply take place in remote asocial air of 
the mountaintop (a place for gods and men). In a reading that is more Hegel than Kant or 
Kierkegaard, it is problematically relocated amidst all the neighbouring bodies and the social 




I started by giving the punchline away at the beginning...anticipate the future... 
The poem unleashes all these tones and sounds simultaneously, as in a polyphonic musical 
performance. Syncopated times. Time signatures... 
Like the strange futures of the economy, it is future that inures itself against risk and surprise. 
could have been straw-women 
ůŝŶŬ^ŽZĂƐŚŝ P ‘dŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ?Ƶƚ ? ? ?ŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ?^ĂƌĂŚĚŝĞĚĨƌŽŵƚŚĂƚǀĞƌǇƉĂŝŶ ? ?136 ? to the 
redemptive pain of Sarah-Virgin. 
                                                 
134 Two counterpoints to the story ? he is her only. And the mother and son are more together ? this idea 
developed throughout the play. not just because of the logistical problem that son and mother are always 
 ‘ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ ? ?ďƵƚďĞĐĂƵƐĞŽĨƚŚĞĞƚŚŝĐĂůƉƌŽďůĞŵƚŚĂƚ ?ĂƐďƌĂŚĂŵŐƵŝůƚŝůǇƌĞĨůĞĐƚƐ ? ‘ƐŚĞŚĂƐŚŝŵĂŶĚŶŽŵŽƌĞ ? 
135  ‘,ŽǁƐŚĂůů/ƚĞůůƚŚĞďĂƌƌĞŶ^ĂƌĂŚǁŚŽŐĂǀĞďŝƌƚŚƚŽŚŝŵ ?,ŽǁƐŚĂůů/ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƚŽƚŚĞŽůĚǁŽŵĂŶĂďŽƵƚŚer 
child? What shall I tell the servants who are fond of him, or the maidservants who adore him? How shall I 
explain away the killing of him to my neighbours? 
136 and why does Abraham tell the Hittites that he wants to out of his eyes?. Cf. Vawter, On Genesis, p. 265. 
and only two hundred shekels, and one precious metal less than Chronicles six hundred gold shekels The 
Chronicler, who rewrites to elevate the value of the religious in the pre-existing text of Samuel-Kings, literally 
elevates when it comes to the costs of the temple. The fifty silver shekels of 2. Sam 24.24  undergo extreme 
inflation in 1 Chron. 21.25 to six hundred gold shekels. The excessive cost of the temple seems to be pegged to 
the sense of the vast, insolvent debt to the God of the temple PĐŽŵƉĂƌĞ ?^ĂŵƵĞů ?ƐĂǀŝĚ ?ƐĚĞƐŝƌĞŶŽƚƚŽ ‘ŽĨĨĞƌ
burnt offerings to the Lord that cost me nothing ? ? ?^Ăŵ ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ǆŝƐƚĞŶƚŝĂůĚĞďƚ ?ĂŶĚĐŽŵƉĞŶƐĂƚŽƌǇ
ŽǀĞƌƉĂǇŵĞŶƚĂƌĞŵĂƌŬĞĚůǇĂďƐĞŶƚĨƌŽŵĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ PĐŽŵƉĂƌĞtĞƐƚĞƌŵĂŶŶ ?ƐƉƌŽƐĂŝĐĂŶĚŚƵŐĞůǇŽǀĞƌ-
ƌĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ ‘ĚĞĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ? ?ďĂƐĞĚŽŶ'ĞŶ ? ? ? ? ?-9 and I Chron 21.22-24, that becesef malai HEB is an idiom meaning 
 ‘ƚŚĞĐƵƌƌĞŶƚƉƌŝĐĞ ?Žƌ ‘ŐŽŝŶŐƌĂƚĞ ? ? ? )ƚŚƵƐĞƌĂĚŝĐĂƚŝŶŐĂŶǇƐĞŶƐĞŽĨĂfull to over-ĨůŽǁŝŶŐƉƌŝĐĞ ? ?tĞƐƚĞƌŵĂŶŶ ?Ɛ
deduction also raises the question how far two texts can constitute a sufficient basis for an alleged idiom). to 
give God what has cost him nothing. Why this hint of debt, a debt to more than the Hittites, signalled by this 
excessive overpayment undergirding his surface negotiations with the Hittites ?ĂƌĞƚŚĞ ‘ŵŝŐŚƚǇƉƌŝŶĐĞ ?Ɛ ?ŵŽƌĞ
ƉƌĞƐƐŝŶŐƉŽƐƚŚƵŵŽƵƐŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚŝŽŶƐǁŝƚŚŚŝƐ ‘ƉƌŝŶĐĞƐƐ ? ?'ĞŶ ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ?ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐŐƵŝůƚŝƐůŝŶŬŚĞƌĞ ?Genesis Rabbah 
 63 
The story of the almost-death of the other son, the angel and the promise in Genesis 21 deliberately 
mimics the language and the structure of the akedah  Wthereby deliberately risking our uniqueness 
just before and around the very act that strives to make Isaac the fils unique. 
 
The dense rich sounds of the shofar combine emergency and existential exposure (you sound the 
shofar when you are in trouble); the memory of the triumph of the akedah, and so victory; a call to 
arms; mourning; and a cry for aid.137138 
What all these texts have in common is that they come from contexts that are theologically and 
doctrinally fluid,139 and work within performative traditions of scripture:140 liturgical texts, 
ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞŚŽŵŝůŝĞƐ ?ĂŶĚŵĞĚŝĞǀĂůŵǇƐƚĞƌŝĞƐĂƐĂ ‘ƋƵŝĐŬ ?ŽƌůŝǀŝŶŐ )ďŽŽŬ ? ?141142    
 ?ƚŽƉƌŽǀĞŚŽǁŚƵŵĂŶƐŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚĞĚƚŽǁĂƌĚƐƚŚĞĨƵƚƵƌĞ QtĂƚĐŚŝŶŐƚŚĞ
ĐůŽĐŬ QĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐ QĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐŚŽǁƚŚŝƐƐĞŵŝŶĂƌǁŝůůŐŽ QǁŚŝĐŚƚĞǆƚƐƚŽůŽŽŬĂƚ ?ǁŚŝĐŚƉŽŝŶƚƐƚŽ
saĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ QĐůŽĐŬĂŶĚƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚĂŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇĞŶĚƚŽƚŚŝƐůŝƚƚůĞĞǆĐƵƌƐƵƐŽŶƚĞŶƐĞĂŶĚƚŝŵĞ ?
ƵƚƉĞƌŚĂƉƐƚŚĞƌĞŝƐũƵƐƚĞŶŽƵŐŚƚŝŵĞ Q ? 
 
Sacrifice turns into writing, and the infinite futures of writing. It seems that this is the most faithful 
response to a tĞǆƚƚŚĂƚƚƵƌŶƐďůŽŽĚĂŶĚĨůĞƐŚƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞŝŶƚŽŝŶŬĂŶĚƉĂƉǇƌƵƐ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ? ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƐŚŽǁƐ
ŚŽǁƚŚĂƚ ‘ƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ ?ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƐŝŶĨŝŶŝƚĞůǇŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝǀĞĨƵƚƌĞƐ PƐŽŶƐůŝŬĞƐĂŶĚĂŶĚƐƚĂƌƐ ? 
 
                                                                                                                                                        
58.5 (Based on the translation in H. Freedman and Maurice Simon (eds.) Midrash Rabbah, [London: Soncino 
Press, 1939]). Therefore  ?ƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŽĨƚŚĞĂŬĞĚĂŚ ?ŝƐŶĞǆƚƚŽ “ŶĚ^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐůŝĨĞƐƉĂŶǁĂƐ ? ?
1. 137 Tekiah  W one long, straight blast 
2. Shevarim  W three medium, wailing sounds 
3. Teruah  W 9 quick blasts in short succession 
 
138  ?^ĂƌĂŚ ?ƐƐĐƌĞĂŵƐŬĞĞƉƵƉǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƐŚŽĨĂƌ ?ƚŚĞŶĨĂůů away at the end and she is not in the liturgy. Or is she? 
139 Application of categories of orthodoxy and heresy to early church scene anachronistic ? see Murray, 
Symbols of church, p. 5 ?ĂĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇŵŝƐƚĂŬĞƚŽƐƉĞĂŬƚŽŽŵƵĐŚŽĨ ‘ŚĞƌĞƐǇ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŽƌƚŚŽĚŽǆǇ ? ?also danger of 
Romanticisation of heretics. 
140 ůůŝŽƚƚ ? Ɖ ?  ? ? ? P  ‘ƚŚĞǇ ĂĐŚŝĞǀĞĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚƌĂŵĂƚŝĐ ƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐŶŽƚ ŝŶ ƐƉŝƚĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ ďƵƚ
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ŝƚ ? ?<ŽůǀĞ ? Đŝƚ ůůŝŽƚƚ ? Ɖ ?  ? ? ? P  ‘ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝ Ŷ ŽĨ ŶƚĞƌĞƐƚƐ ? the religious and the secular, the 
devotioŶĂůĂŶĚƚŚĞƉƌŽĨĂŶĞ ? ?ďƵƚƵŶŝƚĞŝŶŽŶĞĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ ?/ŶƐƚĞĂĚ/ƐĞĞƚŚĞŵĂƐ QŽŶĞĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ? 
141 Woolf, Art and Doctrine, p. 57 ? libri laicorum ? can deduce from a famous Lollard sermon attacking the 
Mysteries that popular rhetoric used to argue their superiority ŽǀĞƌƚŚĞǀŝƐƵĂůĂƌƚƐ P ‘ƚŚŝƐŝƐĂĚĞĞĚďŽŬ ?ƚŚĞ
ƚŽƚŚĞƌĂƋƵŝĐŬ ? ? 
142 Art and Doctrine, p. 69, influence of Judaism. 
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question  ‘,ĞƐƵƌĞůǇĚŽĞƐŶŽƚǁĂŶƚĂŚƵŵĂŶďĞŝŶŐ ?ĚŽĞƐŚĞ ? ?ŝƐĞĐŚŽĞĚďǇƚŚĞEŽƌƚŚĂŵƉƚŽŶ/ƐĂĂĐ ?
ǁŚŽĂƐŬƐŚŝƐĨĂƚŚĞƌ ‘ĂŶ ?ƚǇŽƵƌŬŝŶŐďĞƐĂƚŝƐĨŝĞĚďǇĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌŬŝŶĚŽĨďĞĂƐƚ ? ? ?and of course the only 
thing wrong with this question is that it is out of time, tense and sense with the biblical narrative.  
 
 




^ŽĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ƉƌĞ-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐĂƌĞŽĨƚĞŶĂŚĞĂĚŽĨƐŽ-ĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŽƌƉŽƐƚ-Enlightenment 
interpretations of scripture. dŚĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůĚĞŶŝĐŵǇƚŚŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂůů ?ĂŶĚ ?Žƌ  ‘ŵĂƚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽŐĞŶƵŝŶĞ
criticism,143 may be true on the plane of history,144 but it is certainly not true on the plane of ethics. 
(Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the rise of historical criticism often represented a displacement 
or disavowal of ethical and political problems with the text.) The pre-Enlightenment condition of 
being Jewish or being Christian before all choice enabled more active and audacious acts of 
interpretation, in acts of writing that were free ŽĨůĂƚĞƌƐĞŐƌĞŐĂƚŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ‘ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ? ?
 ‘ůŝƚƵƌŐǇ ? ? ‘ĚƌĂŵĂ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ?Žƌ ‘ŝďůŝĐĂů^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ?ŶĐŝĞŶƚŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞƌƐǁĞƌĞĂůƐŽfree from those 
large acts of macro-ĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐďǇǁŚŝĐŚŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇĂƐ “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ
perform those identities in communally established degrees of distance from and identification with 
the biblical texts.145 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞƌŝƐŬƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐƚŚĂƚĐĂŵĞƉĞƌŝůŽƵƐůǇĐůŽƐĞƚŽ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨ
Abraham-the-butcher.146 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚŚĞůŽŽƐĞƐĞŶƐĞďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞŶŽt 
ƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĚĞŝƐƚkrisis ?ǁŚĞƌĞďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞ
becomes a test case of critique, and freedom, and the modern sacrificial-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞ
                                                 
143 ancient not the childhood of consciousness. 
144 As long as one is not a perfect Christian. P. 378 Ricks. Eliot nostalgic for a older traditions of Christian 
ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇǁŚŝĐŚŚĞƐĂǇƐ ‘/ŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĂƚŚĞŝƐƚĂƐƚŽƚŚĞƉĞƌĨĞĐƚŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ ? ? ?critics, historians, 
ĂŶĚƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŽĨƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶĂƌĞĂůƌĞĂĚǇƚŽƵĐŚŝŶŐŽŶĂ ‘'ŽůĚĞŶŐĞŽĨ,ǇƉŽƐƚĂƚŝĐŽƌƚŚŽĚŽǆǇ ? ?ŽƌWŚŝůŝƉůŵŽŶĚ ?ƐƚŚĞ
 “dƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚĂůƵŶĂŵďŝŐƵŝƚǇŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇtŽƌĚ ? ?ĐĨ ?ůŵŽŶĚ P ? ? ) ?Impossiblity of perfect believing, devotion 
and blasphemy/critique a corollary of one another./ ?ŵĂůƐŽƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽĨůŽƐƐŽĨǁŚĂƚd ?^ ?ůŝŽƚĐĂůůƐ  ‘ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇ ?
ĂƐƚŚĞĐůŽƐĞĐŽŐŶĂƚĞ ?ŝŶĚĞĞĚĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ďĞůŝĞĨ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨǀĞƌƐŝĨŝĞƌƐ ?ƐŽĚĞĨŝĐŝĞŶƚŝŶ
ĚĞǀŽƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƐŽĨĞĞďůĞŝŶďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇ ? 
145  ? small acts of micro-choosing. talking about a position that goes beyond the liberal or fundamentalist ?
importance) 
146 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. For the anxious insomnia that this text/text provokes in 
Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio see the epigraph to this chapter. 
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ĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?147 Because these pre-modern readings knew nothing of the epoch-defining watersheds 
of the critical or the modern, they could conjure creative sacrificial transformations between dream 
and nightmare, destruction and resurrection  ? entirely separate from the sensational modern krisis 
of taking a knife of separation to the sacred text. 
 
>ŝŬĞƐŽŵĞŽŶĞǁŚŽĐĂŶ ?ƚƚĞůůĂũŽŬĞƉƌŽƉĞƌůǇ ?/ ?ůůŐŝǀĞƚŚĞƉƵŶĐŚůŝŶĞŽĨƚŚŝƐĞƐƐĂǇĂǁĂǇĂƚƚŚĞďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ
 ?ǁŚŝůĞ/ ?ǀĞƐƚŝůůŐŽƚǇŽƵƌĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ) ?^ŽĐĂůůĞĚ ‘ƉƌĞ-ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐĂƌĞŽĨƚĞŶĂŚĞĂĚŽĨƐŽ-called 
 ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?Žƌpost-Enlightenment interpretations of scripture. dŚĞƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůĚĞŶŝĐŵǇƚŚŽĨƚŚĞ ‘ĨĂůů ?
ĂŶĚ ?Žƌ ‘ŵĂƚƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽŐĞŶƵŝŶĞĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ?148 may be true on the plane of history,149 but it is certainly 
not true on the plane of ethics. (Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the rise of historical criticism 
often represented a displacement or disavowal of ethical and political problems with the text.) The 
pre-Enlightenment condition of being Jewish or being Christian before all choice enabled more active 
and audacious acts of interpretation, in acts of writing that were free of later segregations between 
 ‘ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ? ? ‘ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ? ? ‘ůŝƚƵƌŐǇ ? ? ‘ĚƌĂŵĂ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ƚŚĞŽůŽŐǇ ?Žƌ ‘ŝďůŝĐĂů^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ? ?ŶĐŝent interpreters were 
also free from those large acts of macro-ĐŚŽŽƐŝŶŐďǇǁŚŝĐŚŵŽĚĞƌŶƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇĂƐ “ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ?Žƌ “ŶŽŶ-
ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚƉĞƌĨŽƌŵƚŚŽƐĞŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐŝŶĐŽŵŵƵŶĂůůǇĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚĚĞŐƌĞĞƐŽĨĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞĨƌŽŵĂŶĚ
identification with the biblical texts.150 They could therefore risk readings that came perilously close 
ƚŽ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ-the-butcher.151 dŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ?ŝŶƚŚĞůŽŽƐĞƐĞŶƐĞ
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞŶŽƚƌĞůĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƐƚŽƌǇŽĨďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞƚŽƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶ ?ĚĞŝƐƚkrisis, where 
                                                 
147 Talal Asad ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůĂƌ ? ?ĞƌŬĞůĞǇ ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? )
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
148 ancient not the childhood of consciousness. 
149 As long as one is not a perfect Christian. P. 378 Ricks. Eliot nostalgic for a older traditions of Christian 
ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇǁŚŝĐŚŚĞƐĂǇƐ ‘/ŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĂƚŚĞŝƐƚĂƐƚŽƚŚĞƉĞƌĨĞĐƚŚƌŝƐƚŝĂŶ ? ? ?critics, historians, 
ĂŶĚƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐŽĨƌĞůŝŐŝŽŶĂƌĞĂůƌĞĂĚǇƚŽƵĐŚŝŶŐŽŶĂ ‘'ŽůĚĞŶŐĞŽĨ,ǇƉŽƐƚĂƚŝĐŽƌƚŚŽĚŽǆǇ ? ?ŽƌWŚŝůŝƉůŵŽŶĚ ?ƐƚŚĞ
 “dƌĂŶƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚĂůƵŶĂŵďŝŐƵŝƚǇŽĨƚŚĞ,ŽůǇtŽƌĚ ? ?ĐĨ ?ůŵŽŶĚ P ? ? ) ?Impossiblity of perfect believing, devotion 
and blasphemy/critique a corollary of one another./ ?ŵĂůƐŽƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐŽĨůŽƐƐŽĨǁŚĂƚd ?^ ?ůŝŽƚĐĂůůƐ  ‘ďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇ ?
ĂƐƚŚĞĐůŽƐĞĐŽŐŶĂƚĞ ?ŝŶĚĞĞĚĐŽŵƉĂŶŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ďĞůŝĞĨ ?ƚŚĞ ‘ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨǀĞƌƐŝĨŝĞƌƐ ?ƐŽĚĞĨŝĐŝĞŶƚŝŶ
ĚĞǀŽƚŝŽŶĂŶĚƐŽĨĞĞďůĞŝŶďůĂƐƉŚĞŵǇ ? 
150  ? small acts of micro-choosing. talking about a position that goes beyond the liberal or fundamentalist ?
importance) 
151 &Žƌ<ĂŶƚ ?ƐƌĞǀƵůƐŝŽŶĂƚ ‘ďƌĂŚĂŵďƵƚĐŚĞƌŝŶŐĂŶĚďƵƌŶŝŶŐŚŝƐŽŶůǇƐŽŶůŝŬĞĂƐŚĞĞƉĂƚ'ŽĚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚ ?ƐĞĞ
Immanuel Kant, The Conflict of the Faculties (trans. Mary J. Gregor; Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979), p. 115; cf. Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (trans. Theodore Green and Hoyt 
Hudson; New York: Harper and Row 1970), p. 175. For the anxious insomnia that this text/text provokes in 
Kierkegaard/Johannes de Silentio see the epigraph to this chapter. 
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ďƌĂŚĂŵ ?ƐƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐĞďĞĐŽŵĞƐĂƚĞƐƚĐĂƐĞŽĨĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ?ĂŶĚĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŵŽĚĞƌŶƐĂĐƌŝĨŝĐŝĂů-critical 
ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ‘ďĞƚǁĞĞŶůŝĨĞĂŶĚĚĞĂƚŚ ? ?152 Because these pre-modern readings knew nothing of the epoch-
defining watersheds of the critical or the modern, they could conjure creative sacrificial 
transformations between dream and nightmare, destruction and resurrection  ? entirely separate 









                                                 
152 dĂůĂůƐĂĚ ? ‘/ƐĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ?,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůŶŽƚĞƐŽŶƚŚĞŝĚĞĂŽĨƐĞĐƵůĂƌĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ ? ?The Immanent Frame 
25/1/2008. See http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2008/01/25/historical-notes-on-the-idea-of-secular-criticism accessed 
 ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?^ĞĞĂůƐŽƚŚĞƌŽƵŶĚƚĂďůĞ ‘/ƐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ^ĞĐƵůĂƌ ? ?ĞƌŬĞůĞǇ ?KĐƚŽďĞƌ ? ? ? ? )
http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/swg_crittheory.shtml, recently published as Talal Asad, Wendy Brown, 
Judith Butler and Saba Mahmood (eds.), Is Critique Secular? Blasphemy, Injury and Free Speech (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009).  
